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	1. Afternoon Discussions

**_AN:_**_ This is a canon compliant character study that retells Kenshin's childhood and teenage years all the way to the battle of Toba Fushimi in January 1868. I will introduce alternative theories to fill the gaps the canon left us with, but the key events will be as true as they have ever been in manga and OVA "Trust and Betrayal"._

_What comes to the three books of the saga:_

**Book 1 of This One, Harsh Land **focuses on Kenshin's childhood and time spend with Hiko Seijuurou the 13th. I have done my best to mix the hints canon gave us with real history and fiction of my own imagination. This story is rated T. Like you might imagine, there are really terrible things happening, but I haven't described them in vivid detail. Main characters are: Hiko Seijuurou, Shinta / Kenshin

**Book 2 of This One, Irises in the Bloody rain** describes the year Kenshin spend as an assassin and his romance with Tomoe Yukishiro. This part of the story is rated M for violence, bad language and eventual soft core sexual content. Main characters are: Kenshin / Battousai, Tomoe Yukishiro, Katsura Kogoro and Takasugi Shinsaku

**Book 3 of This One, Road to Rurouni** tells of Kenshin's last three years in the war, up until the Battle of Toba Fushimi. I have tried to show how he dealt with the grief and pain, and how he helped the rebels to conqueror impossible odds and win the revolution. This part of the story is also rated M, just for the sheer violence. Main Characters are: Kenshin / Battousai and Katsura Kogoro

_I will try my best to keep this story as historically accurate as I can. However, occasionally the paint of historical facts gets very thin indeed, mainly resulting from my erratic sources._

_Concerning the dates, they all try to follow simple pattern of being western, but looking somewhat like moon calendar markings. So, for example, if the historical event happens on 8th of July, it would appear on the story as 'the eight day of the seventh month.' The years will follow Japanese era system, but I will provide alternate means of catching up with them, either in the prose or in author's notes._

_This story was written during in summer of 2013 and all three books of the saga are complete. Unfortunately, rewriting my clumsy and dyslexic text and beta-reading it has been somewhat slow going._

_I'd like to give special thanks for my beta readers. _

_My dear friend Chie has helped me to edit the first 14 chapters. Exceedingly kind BelovedStranger has been betareading the whole story from the beginning, making sure I follow the US grammar conventions. Also Animaniacal-laughter has been a massive help from chapter 15 forwards, fixing my grammar and giving valid suggestions. _

_Without you guys, I would never dare to post this story anywhere._

_Also, thank you for anyone who has taken the time to review. You encouragement means more than words can convey._

_Thank you._

* * *

><p><strong>Prologue. Afternoon discussions<strong>

_Summer 1882, Tokyo._

"Whoop!"

An enthusiastic giggle.

"Weee!" sounded a high voice, proclaiming its simple joy to everyone within the backyard, followed by the sound of stumbling, the voice changing the pitch lightning fast from joy to distress. "Ohmp –"

Kenshin glanced up from his laundry chores, his experienced eyes immediately zeroing onto the playing three year old toddler. There was no crying, he noted with relief and deliberately relaxed the tense muscles – instinctively ready to spur into action in the briefest glance of true danger. He let the corners of his mouth turn up into a smile; his son was already absorbed in another interest.

It wasn't always easy for a parent to recognize the tones of their child's distress. He had been learning to be better at it lately, but in the beginning he had been a bit overprotective, perhaps. At least Kaoru found it to be so.

Speaking of Kaoru, she was finally coming home for the day. The creaking of the gate's hinge's, the light footsteps – it could be no one else. The small ache, caused by her absence, left like it had never been there. He pushed his hands back into the water and continued scrubbing the linens in the washtub. _Better get this done, so one can get started on dinner. She is going to be hungry after a trip to the city center._

At times he couldn't believe he had this happiness. It was all thanks to her, Kaoru - his wife of four years, who had in short order become the cornerstone of his life and the anchor of his sanity. She had given him so much; home, love, _family_ – a life he had always wanted, but hadn't truly believed he could ever deserve.

He frowned; her footsteps held a tinge of hesitation. That was unusual. She usually wasn't hesitant about anything…

"Kenshin—"

Her beautiful blue eyes were slightly tinted by worry—surely there couldn't have been bad news?

"Is something wrong?" he asked, immediately aware of her mood and seeking to abase it.

A loud exhalation, and then she sat down next to him. "No, nothing, actually. I guess I am just making it out to be worse than it is by worrying too much. Doctor Gensai said that it most probably is just normal children's behavior, even common! Hmmph! You were right not to worry, love."

"There is nothing wrong with worrying. It just shows you care, that it does," he tried to console her. Through her speech, both her voice and face had gone through a multitude of expressions. So like her: kind, loving and fierce.

"Thank you, but I feel foolish. Going out there, all worried mother that I am, and then Doctor Gensai says that it is completely normal! How could I have known? Ayame-chan and Suzume-chan never did anything like that! By my understanding, anyone talking to themselves, seeing things that aren't there—it just sounds so, so… like they aren't living in this world." Her voice faded into an ashamed whisper.

She had been taking this harder than he had realized, and a flash of guilt struck him. "Those things that you speak of…" The word 'insanity' went without mentioning, putting it in harsh words wouldn't help her any. "One has seen such people, that he has. Mostly, it seems that they had seen or experienced something horrible to break them. Kenji has had everything he has wanted, love, family… it would be – unlikely…"

Her brilliant blue eyes sparked with an inner flame and she growled, "I know that! Even Doctor Gensai told me that!" And just like that her annoyance wilted, and she blushed, turning her face away. "Sorry, it's not your fault. I, I… No – Kenshin… why didn't you worry? Even for a minute, ever since Kenji introduced his imaginary friend to us, you have been unflappable about this. And I know you are even more protective of Kenji than I am… how could you be so sure?"

Her eyes held no anger, no accusation… just an honest curiosity. The dark cloud above her had lifted, like it had never been there. The wonders of her sparking temperament never ceased to amaze him.

He smiled at her, his heart flooding with tender warmth for her. She truly was his heart and soul. Glancing at the playing child under the maple tree, he considered his answer. It wasn't that he hadn't thought the same horrible options that Kaoru had, but there had been a bone deep certainty – old as he was, or nearly so—that whatever it was that his son was speaking to, it wasn't causing any harm. Seeing his child's happy, almost proud face had just cemented that feeling into place.

He took the linen out of the tub, wringing it out of excess water, thinking how to answer.

"I guess I never told you…"

* * *

><p><em>Edited first by Chie in 2013, then again<em> _27.3.2015 by BelovedStranger_


	2. Book 1 - Harsh Land

_26 years earlier, the spring of Ansei 3__rd._

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter 1. It's not funny anymore<strong>

The boy was wandering towards the mountain again.

Mother used to yell at him for doing so.

He hadn't listened all that much. The mountain was a forbidden place, thus making it an interesting place in his mind. A new place. And like all little boys, he liked new things. Especially forbidden things.

Things his mother used to yell at him for liking.

Such as frogs.

Mud.

Nettles.

He kicked the ground idly. He squeezed his fist tight in helpless anger, trying to avoid the memories – but like the inevitable summer rains, they came and swept him over.

His brothers had liked those things, too. The three of them used to play in the mud together and come home filthy. Mother would yell at them for doing so. Father, though, would just shake his head and tell her to let the boys be boys while they were still too little to help out in the field.

Then his eldest brother became old enough to be useful.

And only two boys were left to entertain themselves with the meager things they could forage near the house. Those odd findings were then used to build whatever was needed to make the imaginary games more real.

After the harshest winter was over, mother got fat again. Father happily told them that soon they would have another sibling to play with.

But at the early spring season… mother got sick and the baby died before being born.

The boy didn't understand all that much—but he was sad all the same, because mother was sad. And father, too. It was not easy to play when everybody in the house was sad.

But not a moon after the baby had died, mother got sick again. She puked the food up right at the dinner table! His second eldest brother joked that it was because the food was so bad and she, too, had finally realized that. It was a pretty mean thing to say, the boy thought. But all three brothers laughed. It _was_ kinda funny… even though the barfing was disgusting.

However, when mother couldn't keep any food in her stomach at all... it got scary.

Father told the brothers to go to sleep. But he had a wild look in his eyes, and as mother didn't get any better, he put on his coat and went to find the doctor. By this time, it was becoming clear to the boys that there was something wrong with mother. Something really, really wrong. The eldest brother went to help her. She needed someone to hold her up while she barfed. Mother said she was thirsty. The second eldest brother went to get some water from the well and the boy followed him. It was kinda exciting to be up so late… the very first time he was allowed to do so! But, but… mother was so sick, she was sweating and pale – it didn't feel like he should be happy about anything. Guiltily, the boy glanced at the second brother, whose eyes were glazed with barely concealed tears.

Mother was moaning, too tired to speak reassuring and calming words at them and tried to reach for more water. He kept filling her mug, but it seemed useless—she _couldn't_ keep anything down… The little she could drink, she was puking up right after.

It wasn't funny. It had ceased to be funny a long time ago. There was something squeezing the boy's throat and he felt helpless – there was nothing he could do to help.

The night just continued.

Then father came home with old Ine-sama. The old lady took one look at mother and yelled. She said really bad things and something like "cholera". The boy didn't know what that meant, but it sounded like something he was not supposed to say. Then old Ine-sama took a good look at the boys and told them to get outside and take a wash at the well. And wash the clothes, too. She was really scary. So they did it, even though the well water was cold and it was the middle of the night, and they had no other clothes to change into.

Father came to tell them that they couldn't come in. So, he gave the boys blankets and said to find a good dry spot to sleep in. It was near summer so it was not cold, really. The three of them settled down under a maple tree and made camp.

It was hard to fall asleep. One could hear grasshoppers, birds… the sounds of the wildlife that lived near the mountain. The boy kept staring at the sky and listening to the sleepy snuffling of his brothers. The moon was large and pretty. But he was scared; of the nature's odd sounds, of the dark and for mother. He knew that it was not nice to be without food in his stomach. They all knew it, they had gone hungry before.

And mother had looked so sick.

It was too much, he had never been so afraid… the tears started falling and he hiccupped. He buried his face in the blanket, desperately trying to stay silent. If his brothers would wake, they would call him a crybaby again and he wasn't. He really wasn't.

He was a big boy and big boys didn't cry.

* * *

><p>The next morning, the brothers woke up far later than usual.<p>

Why hadn't father come to wake them up early? He always told them not to waste sunlight by sleeping late, and came to wake the three of them every morning at dawn.

The boy rubbed his eyes.

Yawned.

Oh, there was father, but he looked really bad. Dark smudges colored the skin under his eyes, his face was drawn tight with tension and even his fists were clenched shut. There was this odd dropping feeling in the boy's stomach, and he didn't need to hear the words to know that mother wasn't any better. When father told them that they couldn't come in yet… not a single one of the three protested at it.

They made scarce and tried to set up a game to pass the time at the back of the house. The faint whimpers and moans and labored breathing trickled through the cracks of the wall, and it was impossible to see the cones with sticks as horses and weaved pieces of grass as Samurai, or the mud and stones as castles.

Not long after the midday, there was silence.

They didn't need to hear father's loud cry and fists pounding on the floor to know that something was wrong.

That night – they all cried. Even father.

* * *

><p>They slept outside all week. It was not exciting anymore. It was cold and clammy.<p>

And still scary.

Then Old Ine-sama said that if they cleaned up the house real good, they could come sleep inside.

It took a lot of work, but they were able to move back into the house the very next day.

However, there were things that the boy didn't understand. Why was mother not waking up? If he puked enough like mother had done, would he, too, fall asleep forever? The boy was confused, but everyone around him was so sad and angry that it took him a while to dare to ask about it all.

When he finally did, father sighed, rubbed his eyes clear with his palms and then told him about death. How the god gave them the time with the living, but one couldn't know how long that was, so every day should be spent well… and how after death, they would go to a better place if they had been good enough.

It didn't make much sense, but the boy decided with fierce pride that mother definitely had been good enough.

No matter how little he understood, the boy didn't want to bother father any more about it and even his brothers were so distant… So, he stayed silent and thought about it all – just listening and watching his family relentlessly to make sure not a single one of them puked in secret, or did anything else suspicious.

He didn't want to be alone.

Thus, he became a pest glued to his father's or either of his brother's sides.

* * *

><p>At the evening meal of one early summer night, the second brother puked. For a second, the boy didn't know if he was awake or asleep, because surely it was just another of the bad dreams he had been having all these weeks…<p>

But the chill fear in his brother's eyes and the sweat gathering on his brow were so real, so much more real than anything the boy could dream on his own, and reflexively he tried to touch the second brother's clammy skin. His reaching arm was swept away angrily… but the tiniest of touch had been enough. He started to shake and the tears were swelling in his eyes. He couldn't hear anything, not even father's yelling. There was something lodging at the back of his throat that made it impossible to protest when he was pushed aside, and father reached to help his sick son.

Then eldest brother was shaking him and yelling at him, and the only words he could make out of it all were "run" and "doctor" and he understood… and made a mad dash through the darkening summer night to the village, and to the old Ine-sama's hut. He banged on the door as hard as he could, but the one opening it wasn't the wrinkly weather parched face of the village doctor, but instead her daughter. She had a huge stomach and she, too, looked tired and busy – and not alone. Faint moaning of sick people in the hut could be heard from the door, and she told the boy that a lot of other people were sick, and the village doctor couldn't come to help _yet_. So in the meanwhile, he should help the sick to drink as much as they could.

So the boy had to go back alone… without anything to help. Even the advice was useless. What use was it to give water for the sick when they couldn't keep it down?

At home it was exactly as bad as he had feared, and father yelled at him because he couldn't bring any help. Eldest brother had fetched the water already. For some reason, the boy felt betrayed. He couldn't help. He was useless. So he went to sit by the wall, so that he wouldn't be in father's way – it was the only thing he could do.

Anxiously, they waited for the doctor.

It was nearing bedtime when the eldest brother got sick, too. And not long after… even father.

And suddenly the boy was the only one capable of fetching the water.

It didn't make him feel any better.

That night the boy did everything he could to help his family. They all were thirsty. They all needed to go to the outhouse, but they were too tired to do it on their own, and the boy was too small to help them go there. So he fetched them all buckets. Well, the family only had two buckets, so the eldest brother got the soup kettle.

The smell was really bad.

The boy was really too small to be of much help, but he tried. The constant whimpering, moaning and crying was horrible, and it smelt worse _inside _their home than the outhouse during last summer's heat wave. The knowledge that it was his only remaining family making it was the scariest and most upsetting part of it all.

When it was too much, he went to cry outside so that his brothers wouldn't see. He really was a big boy already and big boys didn't cry. It took a while to calm down a bit, and when he did, he could hear a higher voice – screaming. He didn't need to listen to know what it was about, the meaning was clear from second brother's creaking voice. "I don't want to die!"

At that moment the boy understood what "death" meant and hated it.

Anything he could do was useless, he finally realized. Even with the old Ine-sama's help not a moon ago – mother had died just like this. But doing nothing would be worse, so he went inside and helped them all to drink. And puke.

It was during the early morning that the noise got quiet and the second brother didn't cry anymore. The boy didn't know what to do.

Someone threw the door open.

It was the old Ine-sama.

She said a really bad word. Then she yelled at him to get outside and take a bath and wash his clothes, too. The boy did so even though he knew it wouldn't help any. Afterwards, he sat down to wait near the door in his wet clothes, curling into a tight ball to keep warm.

Somehow, he fell asleep.

When old Ine-sama shook him awake; he was not surprised to hear that his brothers were dead.

The old doctor let him in the hut so he could talk to his father a bit. Father said that he was dying, too. The boy knew that already, but was too tired to react anymore. For some reason, at that moment, the most memorable thing was the smell. At least the tortured noise was gone. But… somehow the silence was even more horrible.

And looking at his father's dim eyes and gaunt pale face – it seemed like the life was trickling away from the lively and invincible form of his father, who had been always there. Suddenly, the boy realized that he would be alone. Just like in his nightmares.

Tears started to fall down his cheek but that was impossible, surely there were no tears left… and the large hand of his father swept the trickle from his cheek, and the hoarse voice whispered, "Shinta – don't cry, big boys don't cry, eh? And – now… you have to be a big boy no matter what, because you will be alone. And small boys can't make it."

And the boy could do nothing but to nod and rub his eyes clean. The snot was oozing from his nose and he tried to inhale all of it back in, but couldn't real well, so he wiped it with his sleeve.

Then father told him that he could live with old Ine-sama if he was helpful, and that the boy had to listen to the old doctor and do exactly as he was told. The labored words seemed to etch into his mind, and when father asked him to swear to obey the old Ine-sama, he did.

* * *

><p>Now that he was living with old Ine-sama, life was not exactly bad. In the corner of her hut, he had a place to sleep and he got to eat every day. But the old doctor didn't look at him or speak to him. Actually, old Ine-sama seemed happier if he was not near her. So he had a lot free time.<p>

And nothing to do.

Perhaps it was inevitable that he took to wandering. First it was at the village, but soon it became the outskirts. He learned to stay away from the villagers, because no one seemed to talk to him. People would stare at him and whisper to each other. The boy would hear words like "demon", "foreigner" and "bad luck", and he thought that those words meant him. Before the sickness, people had occasionally said those things, too, but they hadn't sounded so scary. Or maybe it was because the boy had never been alone before.

It felt bad being in the village. So he wasn't.

Slowly, the boy gravitated towards the mountain. He had always wanted to go there—still did. "_It is dangerous, you could get lost or hurt_," mother had said and forbidden all the brothers for going there.

But now, no one yelled at him for going farther, for staying out too long. No one cared where he went. For some reason, that felt worse than anything else. It wasn't that he had liked when people yelled at him, but now that there was no mother to…

The boy sniffled, and rubbed the wetness from his eyes. He didn't look around and pointedly tried not to hear the whispers. He didn't want to be in the village. Or in the old Ine-sama's house where he was lonely near the people, who would stare but never speak to him_._

Where he was not wanted_._

Perhaps it was curiosity or just the need to escape that only a few weeks later he finally found the courage to wander into the forest covering the mountain slope.

He soon found out that it was easier to be in the forest, alone. The trees and critters, bugs and birds didn't stare at him. Well, they did but it was of the good sort – not the isolating looks and mutterings. Sometimes he would get lost in the woods, and it took him a long time to find his way back again. But he found really interesting things. Like weird mushrooms. Roots. Cones. Frog spawn. And worms.

Old Ine-sama didn't care where he had been, as long as he and his clothes were clean when he came back.

So, a routine was born.

* * *

><p>One day he wandered to the east side of the mountain. The forest was thicker there, so he hadn't dared to go that way before. After some stumbles, interesting finds and mindless turns and countless steps, he found a big carved stone standing alone in a small clearing.<p>

It was a really ugly stone.

It had carved lines like fangs and claws—and really ugly round eyes. He didn't know what it was supposed to be, but it was really, really interesting. He had never seen anything like it before. He liked it.

So of course, he touched it.

It felt oddly cold to touch. Little hairs in the back of his neck stood up. It felt funny.

He laughed.

"I really like you!" There was no reason but that it was the first time the boy had laughed since the sickness came.

The stone didn't answer. The boy wasn't surprised. He had never heard a stone talk, after all. But the coldness of the carved stone didn't feel nearly as harsh after that. Maybe it was because the stone had eyes and something like a face that the boy sat down and started to chatter to the stone.

He was late to old Ine-sama's house that evening. So late, that the old lady remarked on it. It felt really good to be noticed. Usually Old Ine-sama didn't talk to him.

Maybe it meant that it was okay to stay away longer?

So he did.

* * *

><p>After that, it was no wonder that the boy took to wandering to the stone often.<p>

Being near it gave him funny feelings. And even though the stone was ugly, it wasn't scary anymore. Far from it – actually, it felt like it was something special, like it was _his_. Something that no one could take from him. That no one knew that he even had. Like a special friend.

And like his brothers, who had been his only friends before, the boy talked to the stone.

He told it this and that, idle observations and thoughts, of his dreams and fears, complaints—of everything, really. He told the stone these things that were on his mind, about which he could talk to no one else. And some other things, too. The boy just liked talking to someone that would listen to him no matter what.

"No one likes me in the village. They say I am too small to be of use."

"Sometimes they call me bad luck. I don't know how I could change luck. But maybe I am bad luck because everyone but me died."

"We don't have much to eat. The harvest was good, Old Ine-sama told her daughter and I heard it. But she said that our lord Daimyo needs the rice, too, and we have to give it to him for taxes. I don't know what those are, but if the lord is hungry, we should share. Mother used to tell me to share food with my brothers when we had little. But does he need all of our rice? Because now we have been eating bark and roots, too. Those taste bad."

"I miss my brothers and mother. And father, too."

"Old Ine-sama's grandson told me today that I am ugly because of my hair. And my eyes. I know that they are different but is different always ugly? I like red."

So the days went.

"Old Ine-sama told me that traders are coming soon, and when they come, I will be going with them. I don't know why, but Ine-sama told me it was because the village has no food to spare for me. But traders would and I would live better if I went with them."

"I am scared of leaving. I don't want to leave you either."

"…so don't."

At first the boy thought he had only imagined the sound. Stones couldn't speak. But who else could it have been? Scared, he swiftly looked around but the clearing was empty, and the forest surrounding it didn't show anyone else. Still wary, he started to yell at the woods, told the voice to show themselves.

No one came.

After some mad scrambling around and causing ruckus, he finally calmed down and sat next to the stone. He felt a little bit silly for his actions, letting out a faint embarrassed giggle. It didn't lessen the funny feeling that he wasn't alone. He laid his hand down on the stone to check he that wasn't dreaming, and suddenly the coldness was back! The boy shivered, and all the little hairs on his skin stood up.

"I could come with you."

This time it was obvious that it was his stone that was speaking. The voice was quiet, like a whisper but not quite. Maybe it was just the boy, but the voice sounded really hesitant and lonely. And because of that… the boy, instead of getting scared like before, just wasn't anymore… it was his stone. His friend. So he laughed, delighted that he was being talked to.

Now his stone was almost like a real friend!

"I want to take you with me," the boy told the stone. But then he frowned… "You are heavy. How could I carry you?"

"I am not the stone. I only live in the stone."

"…oh." Of course, that made more sense than speaking stones… but if his friend was living in the ugly stone— "Could you live in something smaller?" the boy asked, his mind whirling. What could he carry, where could his friend live if not in the stone? There were smaller stones but they were not good ones, and his friend's house should be something different, have a meaning to it.

"Not something smaller. It needs to be something special."

The boy didn't answer. Of course his friend's house would need to be something special. A wave of terror rode over him; he couldn't think of anything suitable. What if he had to leave his only friend behind? He wasn't strong enough to carry the stone! And nothing around seemed right—it needed to be special, but maybe he could find something good that could walk on its own…

"Could you live inside a living thing?" the boy asked, half afraid of what it would mean, but the idea was already taking hold.

"…yes."

The boy swallowed. He wouldn't leave his friend, no matter what, but the only special thing he could carry that was large enough—

"Come live inside me, then."

"Yes."

The coldness rose from the stone, flowed where his hand still touched it… and started to flood inside him. It didn't feel funny anymore. It didn't feel good at all. His hand was freezing. But he couldn't let go, couldn't leave his friend behind. The coldness continued to spread inside him, and it hurt. It was worse than being pushed into snow and getting stuck under his brother's snow castle when it had collapsed last winter—and it didn't stop, it didn't stop –

Then he didn't feel anything at all.

* * *

><p>When the boy woke up, it was dark. Groggily, he rubbed his eyes, trying to clear his vision… and yawned. It didn't help much. The forest around him was scarily silent... He couldn't hear a thing over his loudly thundering heart. The shivers started to dance on his skin when he realized that it was night and he was alone at the mountain. No one knew where he was…<p>

He had never been so far from the village at night.

Could he find his way back?

And what would Ine-sama say of him for being so late? Maybe she would yell at him… Yes, she would definitely notice him then. Cheered, he started to calm down and finally managed to hear the sounds of the forest; leaves rustled in the faint wind, there was hooting of the owls, the critters' scrabbling and the bugs were buzzing and whirring.

He wasn't too scared of the sounds anymore, even though he was alone on the mountain and far away from the village. After all, no animal had ever tried to hurt him. If he made enough noise, the wildlife steered well away, in his experience. Dark forest wasn't so bad. He had been coming here for weeks, and he knew his way back. Kinda. He was pretty sure he knew it. But the forest looked different in the dark. Had that tree been there before?

The path among the bamboo trees was slippery. The boy fell down time and time again, and soon his knees and hands were full of scratches and bruises. Ow. He didn't cry, though, because he was a big boy now and big boys didn't cry. But in the darkness, the doubts kept constantly creeping back into his mind. What if he didn't find his way home?

He swallowed.

_Don't think about it._

However slow going it was, the boy started finding his balance and his eyes adjusted to the darkness… and then he didn't fall so often. The moonlight gave him some direction, too. _Just find a way down the slope. _The village was on the way down, he knew, because coming here he always had to climb up.

Little by little, the forest started to grow more familiar… and then he saw the huts in the distance. It was near morning, and faint light from the rising sun had started to lick the tree tops at the eastern slope of the mountain behind him.

He laughed in sheer relief; he had found his way back!

The rising light made his sorry state clear and he cringed guiltily. Ine-sama would be so mad. But maybe it wouldn't be so bad if he washed up first? Before, the doctor didn't care as long as he and his clothes were clean...

"You are late, boy," called Ine-sama's croaky voice when he slipped inside in his damp clothes. She did sound angry. He froze like a stunned rabbit, and he coward in preparation of a tongue lashing, but a part of him was eagerly waiting for it. Someone would notice him. A person would see him and talk to him. He wouldn't be a lonely ghost in her house, just for tiny moment. Because being yelled at meant that someone cared.

But when the ruckus didn't start, he hesitantly opened his eyes.

Old Ine-sama wasn't alone.

There was a man in the hut, too, one that he didn't know. The stranger was tall and hairy in the face. It reminded the boy a little bit of father in the mornings when he had came home late smelling funny. But this man's facial hair was dark and long; it made him look scary.

"This is the boy?"

"Yes. An orphan. Will he do?"

The man nodded faintly, frowned… "Survivor of the epidemic?"

"Aa."

"Looks somewhat sorry. I don't take sickly ones," the stranger said and made a motion in his direction.

Old Ine-sama nodded at the scary man, and told the boy to stand up straight.

Then the stranger came to look at him. After an unnerving long look, the man commanded gruffly, "Turn around, kid."

It made shivers run through the boy's back and all the hairs on his skin to stand up. He was about to protest, but Ine-sama looked at him nastily, and the boy couldn't help but to swallow the words and do as he was told. He didn't like it, but the village doctor was scary and father had told him to obey the old Ine-sama.

So he did.

Even when she told him to twirl around for the man, even when he was touched all over. The man tested his thin arms and legs, told him to open his mouth, and it felt like he was being checked for something. Not unheard of; didn't doctors do things like this? But neither of them spoke to him, and it all made it feel distant.

"How old is the boy?"

"Seven summers."

Then it was over, and the boy took a few steps backwards – trying to put some distance between him and the scary man. He didn't make it far before the man nodded and grumbled an agreement, seemingly coming to a decision. It was a deep sound, something alike a bear's, the boy thought.

"How much you want for him?"

"How much are you willing to pay?" Old Ine-sama countered with the same voice she used when haggling for the best price from a vegetable seller.

The boy didn't understand much of their following haggling, but words like "foreign", "young", "training", "Kyoto", "teahouse" and "servitude" were said. He was still wondering over what they were haggling about, because it sounded like they were talking about him… but how could that be? One couldn't sell people, not that the boy knew about.

However, before he could really think it through, the haggling was over, and the man was giving old Ine-sama money. Then the doctor walked to him, took him by the shoulders and looked him in the eyes for the first time since his father's death. Her eyes were dark and her gaze was hard. "Boy. Go with Hideo-san. He will look after you. Do as you are told and you will live an easier life."

With those words, she rose and turned her back on him.

The boy couldn't move. His eyes were wide open, and he was shaking… and couldn't stop it or the following shivers. The realization hit hard. Never before had he felt as lonely as at that moment in the hut with three people in it. Or two, for there were only two adults and apparently only adults were people.

"Come, boy." The scary man Hideo-san called at him with his bear voice.

The boy didn't know what to do. He didn't know the scary man and didn't like him, but father had made him swear to do as old Ine-sama told him.

But she had turned her back on him, denying him her home and protection.

He swallowed.

Then after a brief pause, he followed the man.

* * *

><p><em>Edited first by Chie in 2013, then again<em> _27.3.2015 by BelovedStranger_


	3. The roles we play

**Chapter 2. The roles we play**

The scary man, Hideo, bought people. He had a few other men that worked for him, but mostly, the boy's travelling companions were girls. All the girls were older than him, but they were really pretty. For some reason, maybe it was because he reminded them of their little brothers, the girls liked him. They would talk to him and look after him. It was like travelling with a lot of older sisters. He had never had any, so it felt quite nice.

With many people looking after him, the boy wasn't quite as lonely and maybe that was the reason why he didn't want to think about the night in the forest when the stone had spoken to him. To be truthful, the boy was becoming quite sure he had dreamed the whole thing. He knew that stones didn't speak and no one lived inside a stone, even a special carved stone.

But if his friend had been real… had it successfully moved into its new home or not? The boy was unsure which option he feared more.

_No, don't think about it._

If his friend was real and with him, it would speak to him when it could. After all, moving to a new home could take time, right?

And the boy was tired. Travelling all day long was a new thing. Travelling with a caravan was full of new things. But, oddly, the boy couldn't find a reason to care or to explore like normal. He was just too tired to think. All he could do was to walk and eat and sleep.

He was just too tired worry.

And the boy had quite a lot of worries. Like being owned. Like a kettle. Or a bucket. Actually, though he was scared at first… it wasn't all that bad. It was, on some level, better than living with the old Ine-sama. At least he was being noticed in a good way, mostly. He just needed to do as he was told, which was, "walk there", "follow that girl" or "eat that." Easy things. So the boy learned not to be so afraid.

Maybe everything would turn out well.

The passing days were filled with endless roads, hills, forest and mountains in the horizon, putting one foot in front of another, staring at the dusty or muddy ground. Being alone with his thoughts. He had found out that he really didn't want to talk to the other bought people, because talking led to knowing people, and that led to caring about them.

The boy really didn't want to care for someone he would soon lose.

Even if he was young and didn't understand everything, he did understand that the scary man Hideo didn't buy people for himself. He bought them so that he could sell them again – like the travelling merchant that had come to the village every summer.

The caravan travelled from village to village, all along the autumn season. It was hard work, as they walked from dust to dawn every day, and didn't stop to rest too often. Even in the villages, they didn't linger. The boy's feet grew used to walking and the skin of his soles grew harder. He was not so tired anymore. Sometimes he wondered why there were no other boys among the bought. Or for what purpose they all were bought for. Maybe he should call them slaves, which was the correct word for them, as he had learned from listening into the conversations.

The girls noticed that he didn't speak and didn't think much of it. They still looked after him, always saved him something to eat, saw that he had a dry place to sleep. Sometimes they would brush his hair and wonder why he didn't want to speak. They thought that perhaps he didn't speak the same way as they, because he looked different. The boy let them wonder. He didn't want to care, caring hurt too much.

His friend didn't talk to him either. Maybe his friend didn't like its new home and had left him. Or maybe the boy had imagined the whole thing. After all, no one lived in rocks.

But then the scary man Hideo bought sisters Akane and Sakura… and their friend Kasumi, who was a little bit older.

Kasumi reminded the boy of mother.

It had been months since mother had died. A whole season. But seeing the older girl, Kasumi, who smiled like mother… it made him feel like they all had died just yesterday. And Kasumi saw the boy fighting the tears that were forming in his eyes and she knew. Without a question or explanation, she then took him into her arms, and for the first time since the sickness, the boy cried.

* * *

><p>The bond between the three girls was apparent and because Kasumi took the boy in…<p>

Well.

They became sort of like a family.

Kasumi was the mother. Akane and Sakura were the older sisters. The boy was the baby. He didn't have to be a big boy with them. It felt good not having to be the tough one. Kasumi looked after them all, and she was the one they all looked up to.

The boy told them about his family and the sickness and how the old Ine-sama had sold him. It felt good to tell someone how alone and afraid he had been. Kasumi told him that he was a brave boy and that even the big and brave boys were allowed to cry when they were sad. So he did and then he didn't feel quite as bad. As his tears fell, it was as though he was letting the sadness out, too. He told this to the girls, and Kasumi hugged him and told him that he was a wise boy.

With his new-found almost-a-family, living with the slave caravan became easier.

It felt good to talk. It felt good having someone _listen _to what he said and to _answer_. Even though the girls didn't always agree with what he said, it was okay. They were older and wiser than him, so of course they knew better.

So when he felt brave enough, he asked them about the things that he didn't understand. How could people be owned? Kasumi answered that only people who worked in red light districts could be owned. The work there was something not many wanted to do, but it paid really well, and therefore, it was agreed that girls could be sold to work for contracts.

It didn't make any sense! Why should only girls be sold? But more importantly, what sort of work was it that only girls were good for it? He didn't know many jobs but the farming, selling, and of course there were Samurai and the doctors…

Kasumi frowned at him, pursed her lips and told him that it was work where one worked to make other people happy. Well, that didn't sound so bad. He liked to make other people happy. It felt really good when people smiled at him, and he knew that it was because he had done well. He told this to the girls. Kasumi just smiled at him and told him what a good boy he was.

But something in that explanation still didn't feel right… If only girls could be sold to that work, why was he there? He was not a girl. Kasumi fell silent at this and it was Akane who answered. "It's because you are pretty like a girl." The boy didn't think so, and told them that. He could never be as pretty as Akane, Sakura and Kasumi.

The girls smiled at him for this. Then Sakura said, "You will be, when you grow older." Before the boy could yell about this latest horror, Kasumi interrupted them. "Girls are worth less than boys to the villages. They are easier to sell."

That couldn't be true. But Kasumi sounded so sure… but it was just _wrong_.

So, the boy told them about all the people that he knew and respected that were girls. And how, in his experience, all the really scary people were always girls. Like mother, who used to yell a lot at the brothers, making them scared like rabbits. Even father had feared mother when she yelled. Like old Ine-sama, who was so scary that the boy didn't want to spend any time with her. And there was even old Ine-sama's daughter, who was fat and very scary whenever he had seen her.

Akane and Sakura giggled at him for saying this. But Kasumi just looked at him, took him in her arms and told him to never change.

So…

The boy didn't always agree or understand the things his new almost-a-family told him, but it was okay. It was enough that they listened and answered the questions.

One day he dared to ask about carved stones and beings that lived in them. The girls laughed at him and told him that it must have been a spirit. Everything had a spirit in them, and people would honor the spirits and pray to them. Then the boy asked about being friends with spirits, and Kasumi told him that the spirits just listened, they didn't answer. But one could always, always talk to them.

He thought about this the whole evening, and it was when he was trying to fall asleep when he realized that he, too, had just believed and talked to his stone. So, most likely, it was a spirit that lived in the stone.

But could the spirit move to a new house?

This roused an argument between the older sisters the very next day. Akane thought that the spirits could change homes when they needed, whereas Sakura was of the opinion that spirits only lived in their homes and could never leave them. Kasumi didn't offer any opinion at all, just kept silent and stared at the roadside while they walked.

If the spirit had been able to move easily, it should be okay. But, what if the spirit hadn't been able to leave its home? It had hurt the boy when the spirit had switched. Maybe it had hurt the spirit, too?

If so, maybe it just needed time to recover.

The boy bit his lip in worry. Neither of the options reassured him. He kicked the ground glumly. _But, what if… it just couldn't answer because I don't talk to it anymore?_

It was a moment of realization, and the boy stopped right there on the side of the road. Eyes wide, mouth wide open and his breath hitching as the crumbs of knowledge aligned and started finally to make sense.

Spirits lived in things and people talked to them. Maybe they, too, would feel better when they were noticed? He had hated to be ignored. _What if the spirits get better when people believe in them? What if I hurt it by leaving it alone?!_

So, that night, as they stopped to rest, the boy went to sit alone for a bit. He told his new almost-a-family that he wanted to be alone for a moment because he felt sad and wanted to remember his real family. The girls looked hurt, but left him alone. He felt bad for lying, but this was important, and the girls wouldn't have left him alone if he had told them the truth.

And he really needed to try to talk with his spirit-friend.

At first the boy tried it like he had always done, just talking aloud. But for some reason, he felt really silly talking like that. It was different before, he reasoned in a fit of nerves, because back then he had talked to the stone. Now there was nothing to talk to. He was there, sitting alone.

But how could he speak to his friend now that it lived inside him? If he talked out loud, outside… could his friend inside hear him?

Maybe he needed to speak to his friend inside himself?

How could one speak inside himself so that someone living inside would also hear him? The boy felt confused. But Sakura's and Akane's opinions had given him hope that his friend was real and just needed some help. The boy felt really bad for just leaving it up to his friend to contact him. If he could help than he should do so. No matter how stupid it felt.

The boy tried a lot of ways of talking to himself, like talking to his hands, because the spirit had moved through his hands. Then he tried talking to his feet. Because, didn't everything drop to the ground eventually? Even the really small things? He didn't know how big his friend was, but he didn't think the spirit would be large. So it could totally live inside his feet. Then he tried whispering. He imagined himself talking inside himself.

It grew sillier from that.

And soon really, really complicated.

It was stupid he decided after the latest attempt. He didn't want to think about what the girls thought he was doing. Maybe he should give it up for the night. Why was it so hard? Before, when it had been just him and the ugly stone, it had been so easy. He couldn't understand why it felt so impossible now when they were even closer with no stone between them.

The boy buried his face in the junction of his crossed arms. It was making his head hurt, all this thinking. It shouldn't be hard.

It really shouldn't!

Suddenly, another thought struck him and he narrowed his eyes. _Maybe it wasn't_?

_Maybe I am just making it too complicated?_ He had asked his spirit-friend to come live inside him, yes… but no one said that the spirit had a body in the world. No, the spirit had, at most, felt like a wave of coldness. So, if the spirit was just a feeling, it could be as large as needed – so living inside him, it would be just the same size as him. Maybe he just needed to feel the spirit inside and think on that?

So the boy concentrated. The coldness. His bum felt cold. No. That was not it. He tried to remember the feeling. It was the weird coldness. That had felt funny. That made the little hairs in the back of his neck stand. Did he feel anything like that?

And suddenly, now that he knew what he was looking for, he found it.

A sense of a presence that felt just like the funny kind of cold that he remembered his friend feeling like. It was faint, but there.

So he sent a thought towards that feeling.

'Hello.'

Just a simple word. But just that one word made the presence shiver.

So, the boy tried again.

'I missed you. Are you hurt?'

The presence didn't answer, but it felt like it had. It grew slightly warmer and then it showed something to the boy.

It was images of people the boy didn't know. Sometimes there were feelings attached. The feelings weren't nice at all. The spirit really didn't like the people it was showing to the boy. Pain. Anger. Hate. Disappointment. Jealousy. Then it showed a man dressed in a weird dress, singing something in words the boy didn't understand.

There was a carved stone. It was the stone! Their stone!

_An overwhelming feeling of entrapment. _

'That man trapped you in the stone?' the boy wondered.

The presence gave a warmer feeling, one that felt like mother patting him on the head when he was a good boy and gave a right answer to the question.

Then it sent more images.

Slowly, the boy tried to make sense of it all, tried to understand his friend who now shared his body.

'You were trapped because you didn't like people? And you were there a really long time? But you still felt bad? So you tried to give out that bad feeling to others, too?

The spirit gave the correct answer feeling again.

He could almost understand the spirit. Last winter, when the boy had hurt his arm, he, too, had tried to give out the hurt to his brothers by yelling, saying nasty things and trying to hit them. The boy had hoped that it would make his pain less. It didn't. Mother had scolded him for his bad behavior and told him that making others feel bad wouldn't help him any; it just made everybody feel bad. Only bad boys would try to make others feel bad. The boy wasn't a bad boy, was he? So he shouldn't behave so. The boy sent this memory to the spirit.

The spirit sent back a feeling of confusion.

The boy was just starting to try to explain the memory and his mother's wisdom to the spirit, because clearly the spirit hadn't had a good mother to tell it these things—

He felt someone shaking his shoulder.

It was Kasumi. She looked really worried.

"Shinta-chan, are you alright?"

And the boy smiled, nodded and said that he was better than he had been in a long time.

After all, he had an almost-a-family. Living with the caravan was not so bad. And most importantly, he had his friend back.

* * *

><p>Thus, a new routine was born.<p>

During the day the boy walked, and when Kasumi, Akane or Sakura wanted to talk, he would ask about things, listen and walk some more. But when they stopped to rest and no one needed him, the boy would sit alone to talk to his friend who shared his body.

They didn't talk with words. No. For some reason, the spirit wouldn't use words now. But it was okay. After all, how could one use words without a mouth? Even the weird carved stone had had a face. But they showed pictures – memories—with each other and commented on them with feelings.

The boy found that he didn't have much in common with his spirit-friend.

Actually, even the often giggling Sakura seemed to agree with the boy more than the spirit.

The spirit was angry. It didn't like people.

That was okay, because the boy didn't like people much either. But unlike the spirit, the boy knew that being sad and angry all the time was bad for you. The boy's mother had told him that.

So, he decided to share memories of his mother with the spirit. It clearly didn't know the difference between being a bad boy and a good boy. And that one should always try to be a good boy. Now that the boy was a big boy, he could teach the spirit – just like his brothers had taught him, be an older brother.

It felt good not being the youngest anymore.

One time, Kasumi asked him why he was now always sitting by himself while they rested.

The boy smiled and told her that he was thinking and remembering.

It was the truth - just not all of it.

The boy had tried to tell his almost-a-family about his friend. But while they had listened, they hadn't really believed him. Instead, Sakura had smiled at him and said it was nice that the boy had an imaginary friend.

The boy had asked what imaginary meant.

Akane said that it meant something that was not real.

The boy had almost grown angry and yelled in defense of his friend. His friend was real, the boy knew it! But he had tried to teach his new friend that it was not okay to be angry. Not all the time. And especially not over small reasons, like disagreeing over something. And the boy didn't want to be a bad example.

The spirit had no one to look after it. Only the boy.

Even the boy had had two brothers. And mother and father. So he could compare. But the spirit had just him.

So he just had to be a really good example.

Some days later, when the boy was going to sit again on the side alone, Kasumi asked if she could perhaps join him. He didn't know how to say no to Kasumi, so he just nodded and smiled.

They found a good spot on the side of the road. There was a small lake there.

Fireflies were flying over the water.

The sun was setting.

It was pretty.

The boy told Kasumi so. She smiled at him and petted his hair.

They sat in silence for a while, but the boy had a reason to sit alone, so he was impatient to get to it.

Perhaps he should ask why Kasumi wanted to sit with him.

But how could he tell Kasumi that he really wanted to be alone for a while? It would need to be done in a way that wouldn't hurt Kasumi's feelings. He didn't want to hurt Kasumi. In these few days he had known her, he had learned to care for the older woman. If the boy was truthful, Kasumi was becoming like a real mother to him.

He just didn't want to admit it.

He didn't want to replace his true mother with Kasumi, even though he cared about Kasumi, too. And somehow, if he admitted it, even to himself, it would feel more real. And the boy didn't want that. So he didn't.

But how could he tell these things to her? And get some time alone? He really wanted to talk more to his spirit-friend. He just didn't know how, so he thought and squirmed. It was hard to sit calmly when he wanted to do something but couldn't.

Kasumi just sat there next to him. Calmly. She stared at the water and fireflies.

Then she said, softly, "I lost my boy this summer to the cholera."

And the boy didn't want to get away anymore. He remembered cholera. It was the sickness. Kasumi's soft voice sounded like she was in pain. Back then… it had felt so bad. The boy didn't want Kasumi to feel hurt.

He wanted to help her like she had helped him earlier.

What could he do? When his mother had sounded like that, she had just lost the baby. And then the three brothers had stayed close to her and the boy had hugged her. To remind her that she hadn't lost everything. That she still had them.

But Kasumi was not Mother.

"He was just four summers old. A small child. A bit smaller than you. Seeing you… reminds me of him." Her voice broke a bit. There was wetness in her eyes.

He didn't have any choice anymore. He hugged her, just like he had hugged Mother.

And Kasumi pulled him tight against her chest and petted his hair.

If felt good.

Almost like he had a mother again.

They stayed like that for a long time.

"You remind me of mother," the boy finally managed to tell her. "I didn't want to think about it. I don't want to replace Mother with you."

Kasumi petted his hair and told him with her mother voice that chased away all fears and doubts, "Your mother is your mother. And my boy is my boy. But we can pretend together."

"What does pretending mean?"

Kasumi didn't answer very fast. Like she had to think about it for a moment. But it was okay. "It's playing that a lie is a truth. Like we both know that you are not my boy and I am not your mother. But if we both agree to play that it is so, that's pretending."

"Mother said that lying is what bad boys do. And I shouldn't do so."

"Lying is not a good thing. No," Kasumi admitted.

They sat together in silence. The last rays of the sunset were peeking from the treetops and giving a pretty shine to the water. The boy thought about families and sons and mothers. Mother was a mother and son was a son. But who said you could only have one? His mother had had three sons. It was wrong to insist that Kasumi should have only one. And if Mother could have many boys, then maybe a boy could have two mothers?

So.

The boy told Kasumi this.

And Kasumi agreed.

Thus, they became a second son to a mother and a second mother to a son. And it was okay.

Then there were no fireflies over the water. The sun had set, too. The only light was coming from the campfire. And it was getting cold. So Kasumi nudged the boy and they rose to stand together.

That night before they went to sleep, Kasumi went to her bedroll and came back. She was carrying something small. She gave it to him. A colored piece of wood.

The boy asked what it was for.

Kasumi told him that it was a top. A toy for children.

And now it was his.

* * *

><p>The following evening, they had walked even longer than usual. It was almost night already and the boy was becoming hungry. His stomach was quite vocal about it. Akane laughed at him and told him to teach his stomach not to yell.<p>

_Is that even possible? What else can I teach my stomach? To speak? Maybe the spirit—_

Then Kasumi smiled at him, and told Akane not to jest him. This prompted the boy to ask what 'jesting' meant. Sakura said that it meant joking.

…O_h, but why didn't Kasumi say so in the first place? Why did they have to use difficult words when easy ones work just as well?_ But seeing their smiles, the faint irritation just faded away, and he told them that it was okay.

The sky was really pretty. All red and yellow, really bright colors. The boy liked bright colors. Like the ones his new top had. The sky was not that bright very often. On their right side, there was a clearing. On the left was the forest, which was really thick. One couldn't see far in.

"Ugh," he puffed out, shaken abruptly back into reality. He had almost walked into Kasumi, who was in front of him.

_Why did they stop? _

_Oh… _There was a man standing in the middle of the road. He had a sword – and he looked really scary.

Scarier than the scary man Hideo.

"We have you surrounded," the scary man with a sword yelled. "Surrender your monies and women and you may live." Before scary man Hideo could answer or the swordsman yell more, one of the girls ahead of them screamed and started to run towards the field.

It was like something broke at that moment. And suddenly, all the girls tried to follow the first one.

"Don't let them escape! They will reveal that we are here!" a man's voice called out and more scary men came out of the woods with their swords.

Kasumi dragged the boy with her and followed the older sisters Akane and Sakura as they dashed across the field to the forest.

Shouts, screams… behind them.

They didn't dare look back.

And after every scream there were fewer voices left.

Kasumi's grip was so tight on his wrist that it hurt, and he really couldn't see anything but her black hair and kimono-clad back. Then Akane fell down, and they, too, stopped for a brief moment. "Hurry, hurry up—" Kasumi started to yell, before hiccupping and coming to stop.

Akane's leg had twisted.

She cried as she tried to rise and stand but fell down, and tried again… and then Sakura came back to them and tried to help her up.

Kasumi let go of his wrist and went to help them, too.

The boy turned to look back and saw—

A scary man with a sword was running towards them, and seeing the girls' distress, slowed down to a prowling walk. Mouth widening to a grin.

What could he do; what could he do?! He didn't have anything to throw at the scary man… nothing to slow him down, nothing to stop him.

There was more shouting around them, but now there were more deep men's voices screaming than girl's high voices.

The man turned to look behind him.

For some reason, the grin slipped from the man's face like it had never been there, and he dropped the sword from his hands. He took a backwards step, another—and started to run through the forest, too. But why would a scary man run away? It didn't make any sense! The scary man ran like he, too, was afraid. Was there something even more frightening than the scary men with swords behind them?

He didn't see anything… but it didn't feel like a good idea to stay here.

The scary man had dropped his sword.

It lay there on the ground.

Maybe… if the boy took it, he could defend second mother Kasumi and the almost-older-sisters Akane and Sakura. Just like he had defended the mud castles in games with his cone horses and stick Samurai against his second eldest brother's…

He didn't want to lose his family again. Kasumi, Akane and Sakura were girls. He would defend them. He was a big boy. Almost a man.

A man like the scary men.

If they could use the sword, so could he.

So…

The boy crouched down and picked the sword up with both hands.

_How can the scary man do anything with it? _It was so heavy, like an overlong knife! He tried to lift it straight like he had seen the scary men hold it.

The sounds of footsteps and heavy breathing were growing nearer.

The boy didn't want to look up, because he knew what he would see. His arms shook against the weight of the sword. It didn't matter if he had a sword if he couldn't use it, and he really couldn't. It was too heavy and long. A wave of terror rose; he wouldn't be able to protect—

Warm hands surrounded him. Pulled him back. He fell into the soft embrace and let the useless sword fall from his hands. It was Kasumi who held him. She felt like mother.

The boy felt loved.

The man in front of them was ugly. And tall. And hairy. And sweaty. And he had a sword that he could lift with one hand.

With a scream Sakura ran towards the ugly man.

The sword slashed.

Sakura fell down and didn't rise.

Akane, with her twisted leg, tried to rise to stop the man. She couldn't, so she begged him, "Spare the child!"

"Shinta! Don't look!" Kasumi whispered in his ear, but he couldn't close his eyes.

The man answered with his sword.

The boy shook, more afraid than he had ever been. Footsteps were getting closer and the man's white teeth flashed. _Akane and Sakura… dead. Dead. Kasumi, too, was going to die._ _Die. Die. The sword, the teeth, the blood… _Kasumi pushed him to the ground and fell on top of him, covering him with her body. The boy looked up at Kasumi's face.

Her lips were almost bloodless. But her voice was low. Like mother's.

"Shinta. Shinta. You are just a child. You have not chosen your life like we have been able to. You cannot die now. You must live. Live a full life for the sake of those that died here tonight."

The scary man lifted Kasumi by her hair. Her eyes were dark and wide and scared. Tears fell across her cheeks.

"Shinta! Please live!"

And then the sword pierced through her throat. Kasumi's hands rose to the blade, grasping it – then the scary man dropped Kasumi to the ground. Like one would drop a kettle. Or a bucket. Or a slave.

Kasumi's throat bled still. She looked at the boy. Her lips were still moving but no sound came out. Like she didn't know she was dead already.

Then the boy heard her small broken whisper.

"Live Shinta… live for me..."

And the scary man struck the sword in her chest.

Kasumi's lips, that had spoken like mother's, didn't move anymore.

He froze still in shock, but he didn't know why. They were all dead, _again_.

The boy was alone.

_Again._

The scary man walked towards him and raised his sword.

The boy looked up to him and didn't feel scared anymore.

He didn't feel anything.

Didn't want to be alone _again_.

Maybe it would be okay.

The sword didn't hit him. Instead, the man turned to look behind him. And yelled a really bad word. And asked who it was.

The voice that answered was low. Cold. Calm. Like it didn't care. Almost like what the boy imagined the spirit sounding like.

The boy looked up.

He didn't know what he saw. It was large and white. And then the scary man that had killed Sakura, Akane and Kasumi fell to pieces. The white being was a really big man. The biggest man he had ever seen. But he didn't feel like a man. He felt more like the spirit.

It was comforting.

The man spoke aloud. The boy didn't understand much. Too many new words to follow, but he thought it was about revenge and survival. It didn't matter what the man spoke to him, the cold and calm tone of voice felt safe and familiar.

So the boy wasn't afraid; instead, he just sat there.

Then the man-spirit cleaned its sword, put it back into the scabbard and turned around.

The he—it—started to walk away.

The boy wanted to shout at it, tell it not to leave him.

But his mouth could not bring out the words, so tried to stand up, but his legs didn't work. Nothing worked. He reached out towards the white being. _I don't want to be alone. Not alone. Not again. Anything, but alone!_

The man-spirit in white just left.

The boy watched it go.

* * *

><p><em>Edited first by Chie in 2013, then again<em> _27.3.2015 by BelovedStranger_


	4. Grave Digger and the Wandering Jerk

**Chapter 3. Grave Digger and the Wandering Jerk.**

The moon was bright and round.

The boy was alone.

_Alone_ in a field filled with dead people.

It was quiet.

He wanted Kasumi.

His useless legs didn't feel steady enough for walking, so he crawled on the ground that had become wet and muddy from all the blood.

He wanted Kasumi, who had lost her little boy. Who didn't mind he was odd and ugly. Who had just seen a little boy just as alone and adrift as she was. Second mother, who had comforted him when he had been alone in the crowd.

Kasumi, who lay there dead, with a wound in her throat and empty open eyes. Hesitantly, he reached to touch her cool skin. It was clammy. It didn't feel anything like before. She didn't even look like Kasumi anymore. _That's because she is not there anymore, dummy. _

She was just a dead body.

His fingers clenched into a fist in her kimono, and the boy buried his face in the dirty, bloody cloth. It wasn't fair. He had just found her. Just dared to hope for—

A high screeching wail rose from deep in his chest and he tried to stop it. It hurt, it hurt so much... He breathed in the odd musky scent that was lingering on her clothes, trying to find comfort from her empty shell. She, too, had left him alone._ Just like Mother, and brothers, and father, and, and—_

He didn't know how long he lay there, but after the moment had passed, the coldness was starting to creep on him. The damp cloth didn't keep warmth at all; his knees hurt and her body couldn't give him anything anymore.

The boy sniffled, then gave it up and wiped his nose with his sleeve. It wasn't right, _nothing_ was right in the world anymore.

She had been his mother, a second mother—but a mother still. So he decided to do to her what he had seen father do to mother.

Dig a grave.

Because dead people went into graves. Even the boy knew that.

So…

He cupped his hands and started digging.

It didn't take but a couple drags of the muddy ground to discover that his hands were not good at digging at all. Under the thin surface of mud, the ground was packed hard. But he gritted his teeth and kept at it with sheer stubborn will.

Sand and sharp pieces of gravel slid under his nails. His fingers kept hitting odd lumps, root and stones. It was tiring work and really, really slow.

When he finally paused a bit to look at what he had managed to get done, he started to realize that it wasn't that simple. The hole in the ground, that was supposed to be a grave for Kasumi, was really shallow. One couldn't bury a chicken in it. And his fingertips were bleeding next to his nails, full of scratches from his efforts.

It wouldn't work like this.

Not well enough.

Idly, he sucked his bleeding fingertips and mulled over his problem. The moonlight covered the clearing, and across it, on the road were the caravan wagons. They had walked next to them all these weeks, stopping every night to eat from supplies the wagons carried…

His eyes widened. That was it! There had to be something he could use for digging in the caravan. So he clambered up and started his way across the massacre site. It was nasty to walk through the field with its high wet grass and dead bodies littered around.

_Don't look down, don't think – just walk. _

The abandoned caravan was scary. There was no one there, just dead bodies and hastily discarded stuff that some of the girls had been carrying. The boy swallowed, and closed his eyes… The food stuff had been in the middle wagons, other supplies at the tail end of the caravan.

It felt bad to search the wagons. He kept expecting someone to jump out yelling and hit him for sticking his nose where it didn't belong. After all, the slaves hadn't been allowed near them. He had seen the scary man Hideo hit one of the girls for doing just that.

After quite a lot of searching in the pitch black darkness of a covered wagon, he found a shovel. The boy had seen men use it to dig latrines.

It would do.

* * *

><p>It was almost morning when Kasumi's grave was finally ready.<p>

Even with the shovel, the digging hadn't been easy. The tool had been large and unwieldy, heavy. It had been made for adults and the boy was just a child, a small and scrawny one at that. But it had been easier to use it than dig with bare hands.

The boy set the shovel aside and straightened his aching back, wiped his sweaty hands on his pant legs. _I really did it, _he thought proudly, while surveying his work. It wasn't very deep. Just barely past his knees.

But it would do.

Now he just had to get her body into the grave.

Taking hold of her hands, he pulled. The body didn't move. At that point, the boy realized that it might not be so easy. _Why is she so limp? _Dismayed, the boy walked around the body. He tried pulling at the feet; it didn't work either. The body was just too heavy.

And he was tired.

Sitting down between the corpse and the open grave, he didn't think he had ever felt as bad as that moment. _All that work for her… for nothing_. He wanted to cry. But somehow, there was this certainty that if he did, he would never get anything done and it still wouldn't help him any.

It was Kasumi who had told him that it was okay to cry. And now Kasumi was dead.

So he didn't cry.

Instead, he rose and walked around his second mother's body again and again… thinking. _But what if…_ And he pushed at her near the waist, just like he would roll a heavy log. The body moved.

It was almost easy to roll it into the grave.

Just a thud sounded as the body fell. He was almost satisfied, and glanced at the shovel… but the body had dropped into a really awkward position, face down. He didn't want her to be like that. It didn't look comfortable. No, sleeping like that would be impossible. So the boy jumped down there and rolled her to her back. Arranged the kimono straight. Brushed her hair from her face.

It sort of looked like she was just sleeping there he decided after it was all done. Except for the gaping wound in her throat and the open eyes. It was the eyes that nearly broke him, because they made it impossible to even imagine that she was okay, just sleeping, still there for him.

The eyes were empty. She wasn't in them.

He swallowed, took a deep aching breath… then finally crawled on top of her, and closed her eyes for her. After that, he started shoveling the dirt on top of the body. Like father had buried mother. And Kasumi had been—

_Don't think. She isn't there anymore; it is just a body._ _Just keep working, keep moving. Don't stop, don't even think of it because if you do… if you do, whatever can you do then?_

The sun was rising when he was finally done. He was tired, so tired. His stomach growled at him angrily. His hands were covered in blisters. He hurt everywhere.

If he just closed his eyes for a bit, he could almost fall asleep.

The first rays of sunshine covered the field and showed the droplets of water shining in the grass… and Sakura and Akane lying there, a few steps from him and Kasumi. There was no real thought involved; it just didn't feel right to leave them there.

So he started digging a new grave next to Kasumi's.

* * *

><p>Everything hurt; his hands, feet, his stomach felt like an empty sack and his throat was parched. There was a constant ache just behind his eyes. So just for a few moments, he lay there, trying to make sense of it all and work his eyes open. It was just a dream… He could feel like this for other reasons, he really could.<em> Let it be just a dream. Please.<em>

He only needed to open his eyes to see that it was hopeless. The three new graves were right in front of him, anchoring him back into harsh reality. A glance at the sun told him it was midday. He had never slept so late. Once, that would have been enough to cheer him. Not anymore.

He didn't feel like moving. What would he do now? He didn't know. It was too much, too sudden.

But he was thirsty.

And hungry.

That he could do something about.

It took a while to stagger up to stand, but he knew where he could go and that was enough. In the daylight, the walk through the field wasn't so bad. Well, he could avoid the corpses and bugs crawling on them, but it helped not to look too closely.

Searching through the supply wagon granted him water jugs. And vegetables, dried fish and rice sacks.

There was no one there.

He felt guilty and nervous, but… if no one saw, maybe it was okay? And there really was no one there, just him. So, after a while of trying to decide, he finally settled down at the back of the wagon to eat and drink. He had no idea how to make a fire for cooking rice, so it was better left alone. He didn't like vegetables much, but after munching on a few bites of dried fish…

When he had eaten all he could, he just sat there and stared.

The field was still covered in dead bodies, in pieces or mostly whole. The blood tainted the grass to an ugly rusty brown. On the side, there was a crow picking at a bandit.

It made him feel ill, or maybe it was the faint tint of the horrible smell blown in his direction by the wind.

He didn't know most of the people that had lived in the dead bodies. He hadn't liked most of those that he had known, like the scary man Hideo. But they were not people anymore; they were just dead. And it was not okay to leave the dead just lying there for the animals to eat.

So he fetched his shovel and started digging again.

* * *

><p>Hiko Seijuurou was a wandering swordsman. Well, in the sense that he was a Master Swordsman, had no current residence, no affiliation to any faction or any desire to have his loyalties chained down. Instead, he went where he desired and tried to help people with his sword. It wasn't difficult to find uses for his skills in this way either; lately with the economy in shambles and the heavy taxation on lower classes, the amount of bandits prowling in the woods had risen from the occasional fight to a constant nuisance.<p>

Bandits had no other livelihoods but stealing from others. And peasants and merchants travelling the roads were already suffering enough. So, just as his master had taught him to wield his sword for the betterment of the common people, Hiko did.

Just like the vermin, it didn't matter how many he killed – more kept coming to infest the roadsides. Just like a never ending cycle. On particularly morose nights, it felt almost senseless, like his only purpose in life was squashing bugs so far beneath him.

But then again, someone had to do it and Hiko had no reason not to.

One night he killed a group of bandits while they were massacring a merchant caravan.

_That bandit group was at least smart enough not to leave any witnesses_, Hiko thought dispassionately. Usually the vermin kept the women for themselves as long as they lasted, never thinking rationally what would happen if one would escape or be missed, and in result, the location of the camp and ambush site would be hunted down. For a sorrier bunch of vermin like these were, only possibility of success was to ambush the poorly protected caravans that chose rarely travelled routes out of desperation, hoping to avoid the bigger and more professional bands poaching on the main routes. So, it all made sense - ruthless, but effective.

Not that Hiko cared. He just killed the vermin wherever he went.

This time, though, a brief pang of regret flashed through him when he realized that he was too late. It was blatantly obvious even at the first surveying glance – the caravan was abandoned and most of the merchants and their servant girls had been cut down on the field. There were some screaming and shouting, but it was quieting down. There was a particularly pretty face lying in two pieces at his feet. _Just a few minutes earlier, and I could have saved you…_ Her lush lips were twisted in a terrified grimace; her broken body was clad in a cheap kimono, one that no respectable lady would ever wear, but too fine for a peasant wench. Perfect for a girl sold to red light districts.

Perhaps it was just as well that he was late—life as a whore was not worth much. All need to hurry left Hiko, and he cut the vermin down at his own pace.

However... near the end of the clearing, there was still a small scuffle left; a bandit cutting down a group of screaming girls begging for their life, too scared to even run. Or… No. The girls were protecting something.

Intrigued, Hiko started to make way towards them.

It was a child, or so it seemed. Hmmph. They probably were a family, sold together after the father had died. With no man bringing food to the family, they were probably left destitute and homeless.

The bandit saw him, blustered and demanded his name. It was proper fighter's etiquette, one that was common for Samurai. This man though… had no master anymore. A ronin, Hiko pegged him casually, experienced with the blade, but left with no other purpose but committing atrocities for his living.

Giving one's name to the enemy was a sign of respect.

Hiko didn't have any, not for this mangy dog—but it was only proper to answer. So he calmly remarked, "You are about to die, so knowing my name is meaningless to you."

The twisting of lips and narrowing of eyes told Hiko clearly that the cur had understood the mortal insult he had been handed. The ronin bared his teeth and charged.

Three simple strikes handed out in a span of the blink of an eye. The bandit probably hadn't even seen the first, judging by the fact that he hadn't even tried to shift his stance to parry, and the cur fell into seven neat pieces. The edges of the cut flesh were even; there was no tearing and he had barely used any of his true strength or speed – it was too easy.

But then again, since his master's death, all sword fighting was too easy.

_Just like squashing vermin._

Hmmph.

The child was still alive. A small thing, clearly a foreigner, Hiko noted with a raised brow. It wasn't as noticeable in the darkness, but the eyes and hair… they were too light, too pale. He almost wanted to make a sign of warding against evil. No proper Japanese looked like that.

The kid had frozen still, just stared at him blankly. Didn't react at all – like a broken toy. A disaster waiting to happen. Witnessing things like this and seeing one's family die in front of their eyes, it did terrible things to the mind. Most adults would turn bitter and hateful. What would it do to a child?

It would almost be better to kill the kid now. Spare them some pain. With no family to support them, they would just be sold to red-light districts again. To a life not worth living. Just a flick of the wrist, it would be too fast for the kid to even see or feel.

The very though left a bitter taste on his tongue.

_The Winter Moon_ had already seen too much blood this night.

Decision made, he cleaned his sword and sheathed it. "I suppose it was fate that led me to this direction tonight," he remarked. "You have been avenged. Bearing a grudge against these men will not bring your loved ones back." There was nothing he could do for this kid but to share this crumb of wisdom. One that he had understood all too late—feeling the sword strike true and the smell of blood fog his nostrils when his…

He continued to speak of revenge, of survival. He was not sure if he was talking to the kid or to himself. The kid didn't seem to understand a thing he said. Foreigner, definitely. Probably didn't speak right either, he noted and tried to quell his rising irritation.

It didn't matter, Hiko decided after the briefest of pauses. He felt like talking, and for once there was a fitting audience to his wisdom.

So he shared it.

And left.

It was still a night, but before he had seen the massacre, Hiko had been intending to walk through the moonlit forests, avoiding people and haunting dreams. So, it was okay. He could keep to the plan with this small interruption behind him.

Watching the full moon that graced the sky tonight was a balm to his soul. It was beautiful, calming – it let him forget the memories. Watching beautiful things allowed him to believe that there was a reason for living, some other purpose than fulfilling his duty. The philosophy and legacy that he was bound to ground heavily on his shoulders, and hadn't offered him comfort in years.

So he travelled and let his mind rest. It eased the pain in his heart and plagued dreams that his mind would come up with.

The next afternoon he reached a village, a typical tiny countryside post founded on the side of a trade route. Empty houses, few older, painfully thin peasants and a couple vendors at the center. A typical sight these days, but it would do for supplies. He would need some more rice… maybe dried meat and… yes. His sake jug was growing lighter – he definitely needed more alcohol.

He found the food vendors easily enough and paid the full price out of habit.

Bartering was a common custom, but he still wasn't used to it—or even worrying over money of all things. He had always had plenty, and now that he was a wanderer, it was becoming necessary to save where he could. But bartering was… petty. Only the poor people did it. Hmmph.

That said enough of it.

However, the village proved to be a major disappointment in one key sector; they didn't have a proper sake vendor. In hindsight, it was too small for those and his inquiries gained him only the name of a village elder that brewed his own produces. The tone of voice of the person parting with this information told enough of the quality. In any case, Hiko wasn't too sure he would want to taste the local products.

So he left it at that.

What else did he need? Nothing.

But there was a feeling, a flash of knowledge that there was something he should do. The tingling was just out of reach, almost tangible – what could it be? Then as fast as the feeling had come, the moment was gone.

It was probably nothing important.

With that, Hiko let his restless feet lead him back to the road.

It took him nearly a week to reach his destination—a temple. Not that he was a particularly religious man, but it was now three years since his master's death, and there was certain propriety in paying a yearly tribute to the old bastard. _May he rest in peace and plague some other poor sod in the afterlife. _There had been no lost love between the two of them, especially after he had learned of the old bastard's betrayals, but everything was said and done; the old man had been the only person Hiko had truly respected.

Just like a proper student should respect his master.

Not that he had been good at showing it. Hmmph. He couldn't help but to smile at the memory. _What a rueful and arrogant kid I was back then_...

After he said his words to the urn, Hiko took some time to find a monk. Now was the time to attend to some necessities. This particular temple had monks that were quite skilled indeed in their brewing, and they could be convinced to share their products for a good price.

With his flask full, and the right and proper duties to his late master over and done with, Hiko was again free to do as he wished for a year.

No particular plans in mind; he let his feet lead him.

* * *

><p>It took the boy days and days to bury all the dead.<p>

But the supply wagon had water and food and he didn't have anywhere else to go. And not leaving meant that he could sleep next to Kasumi and Akane and Sakura. Being alone, he could also use all their blankets to build his bed.

So he managed.

He would have preferred to have mother Kasumi and the almost-older-sisters alive with him instead, but he had learned to make do. His world condensed to just that field and the caravan wagons by the road. He had his task, and single-minded stubbornness to finish it. There was nothing but eating, drinking, sleeping… and grave digging.

When he was finished, the field was filled with soft mounds of upturned earth. The neat rows of graves made him feel quite accomplished. And now that they were all buried, it didn't smell quite as bad anymore. But what would he do next? No one wanted him and he had nowhere to go, no home to return to.

His breath hitched. _No, no… don't think. _

He was so tired and lonely… It was better not to think, because if he thought about it – it would be too much and he couldn't, couldn't – something else, think of something else. Anything else. What did he have? Clothes, his top… and the—

_Oh._

Was he alone? He frowned. With so much to do he hadn't even though about the spirit-friend since— _Don't think, don't._

Exhaling slowly, he sat down on his blankets. No matter what had happened, the spirit should still be there. He just hadn't talked to it, because… If he was truthful, it could be that he hadn't felt like being a big brother. It was too hard just to be him, to even think of being anything else. And the spirit was not cheerful company and didn't understand the boy much. But right now… he was not in a cheerful mood either.

And more than anything, he was lonely.

So he concentrated on the cold feeling and thought a memory of what had happened towards it.

The spirit answered with a warm feeling. The one that felt like it was petting his hair. But this time it didn't feel like an agreement. Instead, it felt a like what Kasumi had done to the boy. He hiccupped, clenched his eyes shut, and thought that feeling to the coldness.

The spirit just sent the petting comfort feeling again.

It was almost like Kasumi was alive again. Just for a moment. The boy knew that it was not the same, not really. But in the middle of nothingness, it felt like a lifeline.

The boy broke down and started crying.

He did it until the tears didn't bleed from his eyes anymore. Sometime after, helped along by the almost comforting petting feelings the spirit continued to send, he realized that he wasn't alone_._

He had his friend with him.

Living inside him, even. No one could take his friend away from him, like the scary bad men had taken Kasumi away from him. They were together, the boy and the spirit.

The realization made him feel better.

After a while of enjoying the warm feeling, he relaxed enough to look at the field filled with graves. They were just softer spots made of raised dirt mounds, really. Far cry from the graves that the boy remembered from the village. Something was missing from them.

'What is missing from the graves?' he asked the coldness idly. Still thinking, trying to remember… What was it? He was fairly certain he knew what was missing; he should know. But he had only been at the graveyard once and—

The spirit sent images of crosses standing on graves.

He didn't know what those meant, but it felt right. But where would he find crosses here? There was nothing cross-shaped lying around_._ What to do, what to do? He thought it also to the spirit, asking for suggestions.

The spirit answered with an image of a wooden cross. It was made from two pieces of wood that were tied together with rope.

'I can do that,' the boy realized, immediately cheered.

A trip to the supply wagon was a scrambling mad affair, filled with stumbles and bumps. He was filled with new energy just at the thought of having something more to do. It took some trying, but finally he found rope and a knife to cut wood with.

* * *

><p>Over the next few days, the boy became very good at making crosses. At least in his own opinion. It felt good to make things.<p>

It was just as well that he had started marking the graves with crosses from the sidelines, near the forest. It hadn't been a conscious decision; it was just an easiest place to start finding good twigs or thin enough branches that his clever hands wielding the knife could cut.

But now that he had marked Kasumi's and Akane's and Sakura's graves with crosses, it didn't feel right. Now… their graves looked exactly the same as all the rest.

The boy sent that feeling to the spirit and the spirit agreed.

It was not _right_.

Kasumi was his second mother, and Akane and Sakura were almost his older sisters. They were more important than rest of the dead bodies. They deserved something special.

With this in mind, the boy circled the thick forest surrounding the field, trying to find something fitting. Thinking.

About graves. Markers. Special things.

And he remembered the stone where his friend used to live; the spirit had hated it, the boy had loved it. But regardless of the feelings, it had been special for both of them. And it had been there for a really long time.

Kasumi's grave should be special. And be remembered for a long time.

So…

A stone it would be.

A special stone.

The spirit hesitantly agreed.

So the boy prowled the forest and looked for rocks. The rocks should be beautiful, because the girls had been beautiful. They shouldn't be sharp; the boy didn't like those. His hands were full of scratches and still painful wounds from sharp rocks.

He found a good rock.

It was big enough to be special. And round. Unfortunately though, he liked it a lot, it was heavy. Not as big as the ugly special stone back at the mountain, but still up to his knees. It was too much for him to lift, so he didn't even try. But if the boy had learned one thing from burying dead bodies, it was rolling heavy things.

It took hours, and the sun didn't wait for his efforts at all. He sweated and spoke bad words, pushed and rolled – but it worked. However, when he finally managed to get it into the right place on Kasumi's grave, Akane's and Sakura's graves looked empty next to it.

So he went to find two more stones.

* * *

><p>He couldn't figure out anything else to do at the graveyard; all the bodies were buried, every grave had a good marker. Second mother Kasumi and almost sisters Akane and Sakura had a good round stone to mark their graves special. He had even tried to find flowers for the graves, just like father had put on mother's grave. No matter his efforts, there just were no flowers near the field or in the woods.<p>

Maybe it was too late in the autumn for flowers.

Sitting there on his pile of blankets next to Kasumi's grave and watching graves, he started to feel worse and worse.

He didn't know what to do.

The spirit didn't know either.

He could go home. Maybe. But old Ine-sama had sold him. If he went back, she would do it again and get even more money. And the people in the village hadn't liked him. To be truthful, he hadn't liked them either.

But the thing was, home was empty.

He couldn't go back, not to that. But he didn't know any other places where he could go either.

Neither did the spirit.

Winter was coming.

So, the boy sat there before the three graves and thought.

* * *

><p>For some reason, Hiko found his way back to the rarely used trade route passing the massacre site some ten days later. At the village, he had finally remembered what he had been meaning to ask at his last visit – for the villagers to look out for the foreign kid and offer him a place. Perhaps it was the desire to see that his generosity had had a purpose, that his words of wisdom and decision to save the runt's neck had spawned something good; he inquired after the child's fate now.<p>

But no child had been seen near the village, the old gossipy vendor told him.

_What the hell..? But where would... There was nothing for tens of miles in the other direction! _There had been no other settlements even near the clearing. Needless to say, Hiko's curiosity was roused. Almost with no thought, he started his way back to the massacre site.

He had known earlier that the road was rarely used, but Hiko had assumed that someone would come by it in a fortnight. But if there had been no one… He grimaced in distaste at the thought of bloated, rotting corpses – probably already half-eaten by opportunistic beasts. Well if nothing else, he should to bury the dead.

Perhaps it was because of his dead certainty of what he would see that he was so stunned when he saw the clearing. The caravan wagons were almost like they had been. But the field… Instead of disgusting leftovers of carnage…

It was a graveyard now.

Neat rows upon rows of graves, marked with poorly made wooden crosses. And not a dead body left lying anywhere.

It was a _bizarre_ sight.

Who marked graves with crosses? Not proper people! Maybe it was some weird foreign thing? And there, almost at the exact same spot where he had left the broken child… the same kid stood staring at three graves marked with round stones.

That at least somewhat resembled the decent burial arrangements.

The kid was filthy, and as an expert swordsman, Hiko was used to noticing hands in particular, so his gaze fell down and saw an ugly mess. The tiny hands were bruised and bloody, filled with wounds; a blood rot waiting to happen.

The pieces of evidence fitted nicely into place, and Hiko was impressed. That didn't happen often.

"I notice that you have made graves for bandits as well as your family." A simple observation, but it let the kid know that he was there. Hiko wasn't sure the kid was aware of his surroundings, and didn't intend to cause a scare. The last thing he wanted was to chase the object of his curiosity through the forest.

The kid didn't react, just kept staring ahead.

Stepping nearer, he assessed the waif more thoroughly—small, dressed in proper Japanese boy's kimono and hakama pants. Hmm, that was unusual – the peasants didn't bother with such clothing, preferring to dress their progeny in cheap fabrics and easily replaceable robes. But the quality of cloth and its cut were subtly wrong for a samurai's child. The seams were clumsy, the pleats were too few to represent the seven virtues; not a mistake any honorable seamstress would make. A foreigner's mistake?

The child had a slender build and quite narrow shoulders. The fingers were thin, the wrist delicate. The boy's clothing wasn't conclusive enough to deduce gender. The slavers could have dressed the kid in whatever they could find and children sold to slavery were girls these days. It was bothering Hiko that he couldn't decide for sure. But it was hard to tell with kids that young and that foreigner thing was throwing him off. He hadn't seen any before, hadn't really believed that humans could be born in festival colors…

But now that he was close enough to the kid to feel ki… it felt soft and cold, a remarkably large and defined presence in fact. So, a boy with some fighting training, which made the theory of samurai's child more and more likely, and hadn't he seen the boy hold a sword earlier? Hiko searched his memory. Yes. The boy had been holding a sword before the girls had protected him. There, a mystery solved.

"…they were slaves, not my family," a small, soft voice whispered.

Hiko felt his brow rise in disbelief. Ha! The kid could speak properly.

"I was sold to them after my parents died of cholera. After they died, there were no bandits or slaves or slavers. Just dead bodies."

The kid's voice was soft and clear, the words delivered without emotion. Like the boy was left empty of feeling. That was a bad sign. But still… the meaning behind those words was pure. Simple. Devoid of anger or hate the swordsman kept expecting to hear. No. Those words were almost beautiful in their simple form.

"What are those stones for?" he asked, curious despite himself. If all the people the boy had buried were the same, it followed that these graves that were marked different would mean more to him.

"Kasumi... -san. Akane-san. Sakura-san."

There was something odd in the way the boy said the first name. Like the kid had wanted to add a different honorific to it, or chose to discard the proper but slightly impersonal -san, but chose not to. However, nothing baffled him more than the odd accent; that particularly unrefined manner of recitation just screamed country bumpkin from the deepest mountains in the backcountry.

Hiko was fascinated. The boy unconsciously refused his attempts to categorize him, and continued to lead his deductions astray. A real mystery. It was not often people managed to surprise Hiko, especially not children. Not that he knew any, but still.

"I only met them some days earlier… but I wanted to protect them."

He didn't want to interrupt the boy. He wanted to know more, to understand this frail thing in front of him that denied all his assumptions.

"I was the only boy in the group, but they took me in and tried to protect me. 'Spare the child,' they said… I was too young to help."

Hmmph! The mite was not even near to Hiko's waist; of course he was too young! The mere thought that the boy could protect anyone was ridiculous. But the fact that the boy had wanted to try showed strength.

Not many men were able to fight the paralyzing fear of helplessness, and attempt to conquer it.

An essential ability for a swordsman, and it was one so deeply familiar to Hiko that he couldn't even remember a time when he hadn't had it. After all, it was because of this inner strength that his master had chosen him for an apprentice.

_An apprentice. _

Hmmm.

Hiten Mitsurugi lay on Hiko's shoulders alone. It wasn't right. The style was made to be carried by two; a master and an apprentice. He had known it for a long time, had blatantly ignored the implications before. The old bastard's death was still heavy on his heart, a deep shadow in his life. But now, it was like a moment of pure clarity, seeing fate offer a choice and then it was up to you to make your pick. You knew what it would mean, that it would change your whole life.

Could he let this chance pass him?

The boy was young, but with unusually defined and impressive ki. The most basic requirement for Hiten Mitsurugi swordsmanship.

It was too early! Hiko Seijuurou the 13th had still a lot of wandering left to do, to carry out his duty to the sword of Mitsurugi. But lately the duty had been heavier. It had chafed him. This boy, this foreign waif, one that spoke like a proper Japanese boy, whose words were careful but shone a simple beauty… This graveyard, the fact that the kid had survived alone in the most horrific situation and retained his strength…

If Hiko walked away again, the boy would never hold a sword. He would never try to protect innocents with a sword again.

What _a waste_ that would be.

A spark was flaring to life in the deep haunting recesses of his soul that had been screaming in agony for years, burdened by the uselessness of his existence.

The boy _should _wield the sword to protect, and succeed.

"…I wanted them to have special graves, so I wanted good stones. Those are the only ones I could find. I couldn't even find flowers to put on them…"

Almost on their own volition, his treacherous feet took a step forward. Hiko exhaled, and decision made, walked to the grave stones while uncorking his sake. It was the good sort he had bought from the Temple that was his Master's final resting place. It was only proper in every way – Hiko's decision, but in this small way it would also signify the old bastard's approval.

He poured it slowly on the stones, one by one. Just like the boy had spoken the names.

The boy turned to look at him, pale, pale blue eyes in a fey pale face.

He didn't recoil, but it was a near thing, such an unnatural sight. To mask his brief revulsion, he explained, "It is unfortunate to enter the nirvana without having tasted good sake, so this is my tribute to them."

"Thank you." The words were delivered softly like everything else. No clear emotions to be seen—no hope, no expectation. Like the boy didn't know to even _wish_ _for_ anything more than what he had now. A pure soul. Clean slate, just waiting to be molded.

"I am Hiko Seijuurou. I am a swordsman."

"A swordsman?"

_Oh yes, a swordsman, boy. I will claim you. You will be perfect._ A smile rose to his lips, now. How to get the boy to rise up and live again? To pick up the sword he had dropped, and fight?

Hmmph, but of course.

"Boy. You failed to protect something very delicate."

By doing as his master had once done to him, pointing out the failure and observing the consequences. "You were entrusted with those three lives. Your hands will remember how heavy their bodies were, but you will carry the far heavier weight of their lives with you forever. "

Reminding of the failure and why it mustn't happen again. "You have already carried them."

Prompting to action, to prevent the failure from happening again. "Now you must acquire the strength to support yourself and to protect others."

Because what else had the sword of Mitsurugi been created for and passed on but just for this? It was a simple truth; strength was necessary, but only to protect those less capable!

"Then you will be able to live your life and defend the lives you cherish."

Because Hiko had learned something by himself, too. That one man was just a man, and couldn't protect the whole world.

So…

"Defend cherished lives?"

He would teach the boy. Everything he knew. And with this boy, Hiko would show the old bastard how the old man had been wrong. This boy would learn how the sword of Mitsurugi should be used to protect!

Then, with almost an afterthought…

"What's your name, boy?"

"Shinta."

Those sold to slavery were registered. And those registries were noted at the checkpoints when travelling from domain to domain. It was obvious that the user of heavenly sword of Mitsurugi couldn't be a slave, so it was time for the last survivor of the massacre to disappear.

"Much too delicate a name for a swordsman. From now on, your name will be Kenshin." Heart and Sword. Heart of the Sword. It _would_ suit the boy – better than anything else.

"Kenshin…" The boy's too pale eyes were large and round as he tried out the new name.

"I am going to teach you, boy. Teach you my forte!

* * *

><p>The boy looked up at the man-spirit in white, mouth slightly open. It was offering to teach him? To fight with swords? To protect?<p>

_Brothers playing in the sun with their cone horses, stick Samurai and mud castles, making up stories of warriors and heroics / Picking up the sword and realizing it wasn't anything he thought it would be, that it didn't matter if he had one when he couldn't use it / Kasumi's eyes as the blade went through her throat—_

With a sword, he wouldn't be helpless, wouldn't have to lose anyone he cared about again. There was nothing more the boy wanted than just that.

But, he wasn't alone anymore. It wasn't just his life anymore; he couldn't make a decision like this alone. So, he thought the memory to his friend – thought how much he wanted this, added a questioning feeling.

The spirit was silent for a moment. And then it answered with an intense bundle of feelings; confusion, distrust, hesitation, hatred of people – others, needing help. And finally…

The petting agreement.

The boy smiled.

Nodded.

So the swordsman-spirit got two students.

* * *

><p><em>Edited first by Chie in 2013, then again 10.4.2015 by BelovedStranger.<em>


	5. Underneath the Underneath

**Chapter 4. Underneath the Underneath.**

"We should get going. Do you have everything you need?"

The boy looked around. Need, what would he need with him to travel? All these long days, he had survived only because the caravan had had food and water. He couldn't go long without either. The first morning of grave digging had made that painfully clear.

A brief glance at the man-spirit—no, Hiko-san— showed that the man didn't have any supplies with him. Well, nothing but the Sake, the cloak and the sword, but how could he travel so? Perhaps he had something more with him? If so, it had to be hidden under his cloak, but surely even the man-spirit couldn't have enough for the boy, too?

"Wait a moment," he told to the man-spirit—Hiko-san—and dashed off to his nest of blankets.

First things first, he slipped his top to his sleeve pocket. Kasumi had given it to him; he couldn't leave it – it was the only reminder he had of his almost-a-family.

The bed was thick and heavy as it should be. He had made it from the four blankets and sleeping on it had been really nice and warm, but there was no way he could carry all of them alone. The boy bit his lip, anxious, glanced behind him. The man-spirit looked so cold and forbidding. No, there was absolutely no way that he would mess this all up by being a crybaby and asking the swordsman to carry his stuff. A slight hiccupping inhale, and decision made, he took only the most topmost of the blankets with him and rolled it for easier carrying. It had been Kasumi's, and the boy thought it still smelled a bit like her.

Then off to the supply wagon.

The man-spirit Hiko-san followed him slowly, hard eyes watching his every movement like a hunting cat but never saying a word.

Rummaging through the already familiar food supplies, he found a small enough water jug to carry along. It would do, but the food was a different issue. The vegetables were large and already smelling somewhat funny. The rice was not an option, uncooked as it was, and he wasn't sure if the man-spirit had means to prepare it either. Perhaps he should ask?

_But what if it is a stupid question and the man-spirit will get angry at me for asking? _Old Ine-sama had gotten angry the few times he had dared to ask anything…No, it was better not to annoy the swordsman until he knew more.

But there was still some dried fish left, and though it tasted quite bad, he had gotten somewhat used to it after all this time. So he took as much with him as he could fit in the blanket, and used the left over bits of rope to tie it all up neatly for carrying on his back.

With the preparations done, he ran to man-spirit Hiko-san. Then he glanced up expectantly. The swordsman's brow was raised in question, and up this close, he didn't look or seem nearly as scary.

"Ready to go now?"

And the boy nodded.

The man-spirit scoffed, turned around and started walking.

The boy followed.

* * *

><p>He had to run every now and then just to keep up with the man-spirit's long steps. No. Hiko-san's. The man-spirit had a name, so he should use it. <em>But I don't know the man-spirit well enough – isn't it kind of rude to call someone with just their name?<em>

Back when Mother had taught him about honor words, she had kept reminding him that using the wrong one would be rude. If one added too high an honor to a name, it would remind the person that he was not worth that honor. To add too low of an honor was an even worse insult.

_Shinta-chan, if it's too hard, just add –san to the name. Or you can be silent and stay close to me. _A faint smile and a whisper of laughter echoed with the memory and the boy swallowed, rubbed his eyes – just to make sure they were dry. _Don't think, don't try to remember and it hurts less._

But what word should he add to man-spirit's name? What would fit the best? The man-spirit's wide back and the flowing cape didn't give the boy any hints. The white cloth was so odd, and mostly reminded the boy ofthe heroes in father's evening tales, when he could be convinced to tell one.

_Don't think!_

No, everything in the man-spirit was just too odd, the boy decided after a while. The way he walked, dressed, spoke… It all gave the boy a firm certainty that choosing an honor word too low would be a big mistake. But what was too high? Surely the man-spirit was no lord, or a village elder… How could the boy choose? Even the usually acceptable –san didn't suit name the Hiko at all and the person it belonged to.

_It's impossible! There are no good options!_

And somehow, the man-spirit felt cold and distant—just like the spirit-friend, who didn't like people at all. Did he dare ask? But what if the man-spirit didn't want to hear him speak? What if it would find the questions annoying like old Ine-sama?

If it wanted him to talk, it would ask questions, the boy reasoned. Yes, it was better to be silent.

After all, he didn't know why the man-spirit had decided to take him with it, and he didn't want to be alone again. And the promise of learning sword fighting—he definitely didn't want to give that up! The man-spirit had been really good with the sword, killing the bandit so easily; surely he could teach the boy to fight just as well?

But what if the man-spirit decided that he was not good enough? Or what if it had lied? What reason did it have to offer him these things he wanted? Should he even trust it? What if it was just doing what the old Ine-sama had done…?

He didn't want to be sold ever again, to feel that he wasn't a person, wasn't any more important than a bucket, and that no one would or even should care—

_No. Never again. It had felt awful._

The boy shared these thoughts with his friend, who also seemed to be unsure about the man-spirit Hiko-san. A long discussion followed, but together they agreed to wait and see. After all, it was possible that the man-spirit was speaking the truth. But at the first sign of something else… well, the boy and the spirit had managed before.

The issue of what they should call the man-spirit, though, was settled with a decision that the swordsman couldn't be harsh enough to abandon them for just one question. And if it was, then maybe it was better to know now, than later. But _when_ should he ask it?

_Now?_

However, the man-spirit Hiko-san's large back was so forbidding. Maybe there would be a better moment if he just waited?

Ah! The swordsman had again gotten ahead of him! The boy almost said a bad word, and ran.

He had gotten used to walking all day long with the slave caravan, and the soles of his feet had grown hard to make it easier, so he didn't even get blisters anymore. But, the caravan had moved slowly.

The man-spirit didn't.

Just to keep up, he had to run every now and then. It was because the man-spirit was so big and had really long legs, the boy reasoned. It was just a normal way of walking for the man-spirit Hiko-san. It wasn't that the swordsman was intentionally trying to leave him behind. _No, no. It can't be. I couldn't have annoyed him so badly already…_

But no matter the reasoning, the occasional running was making the boy tired really fast. It was harder to breathe; there was this sting in his chest and the back of his kimono was clinging to his back. He really should say something to the man-spirit in white, who was walking so calmly in front of him, never once looking back.

The bed roll slung over his shoulder was really awkward to carry, and it was getting heavier. How could he talk to the man-spirit? What would he call him? Honorable Hiko-san, please, can we stop for a moment? No, that would be complaining and old Ine-sama hadn't wanted to hear any complains; she had warned him not to make a nuisance of himself. Maybe that was why she had sold him? If he demanded stupid things, would the man-spirit—

_No, no, don't think._

There was no way he could risk it.

After all, the swordsmen were big and tough men, and even though the boy was just a boy, he was a big boy and should be tough. If he wasn't tough enough, the man-spirit would definitely think that he wasn't worth the trouble and leave him.

So sweating, and trying to catch his breath, he followed the swordsman.

* * *

><p>Hiko had chosen to follow the road. He didn't want to visit the village for the third time in a short while, especially not with his new apprentice along. So, that left only one reasonable option; the direction where the caravan had come from.<p>

Before they had left, he had given the boy a chance to take his things with him. It was partly a test to satisfy his curiosity, but also sheer necessity. Who knew what the boy valued and couldn't leave? He wouldn't stand a crying child's whining.

The kid had dashed around the caravan looking for his possessions and whatever supplies he wanted to take. Hiko had kept an eye on the boy but hadn't interfered or looted the wagons. He might be a wanderer now with no clear income, but he hadn't stooped low enough to rob from the dead.

The boy was different, the last survivor. It was all his by right.

When it was all done, Hiko started walking and had let the boy decide whether to follow or not, that much of a choice he could grant the kid. It was all laid down on the table, an honest offer with high requirements; a path to becoming a killer and duty heavier than a mountain, or leaving and finding the village in the other direction, and the decent and normal people therein that could possibly look after an additional child.

Without a hesitation the boy followed, keeping a dutiful distance.

_So be it._

Hmmph, Hiko scoffed but couldn't help the slight hint of a smile that rose to his lips.

_It's like leading a puppy._

To satisfy his curiosity, he kept glancing behind from the corner of his eye. It wouldn't do to stare openly, that would only scare the kid.

The boy followed him easily enough, he noted with surprise. The short legs had to take five steps to his two, but that was the way it would be. If he made it easy for the boy and coddled him, the boy wouldn't grow strong. No. Though small, the boy would have to grow fit to handle the training to come. One of the perks of travel was that it was excellent for building endurance. And regarding training, there was no reason not to start early.

And, to be truthful, Hiko didn't want to linger near the massacre graveyard. It roused memories of blood and carnage in his mind that he would rather let lie where they belonged.

The boy was interesting, though. Hiko was constantly expecting the boy to demand him to slow down – he would have at that age. But the boy didn't. He just silently struggled and followed him. Occasionally, he would stare ahead with a blank look in his eyes, like he had his head in the clouds. Hiko didn't know what to make of it. Maybe the boy was thinking of something? Or remembering?

In any case, it was a bad habit.

_Thinking like that leaves you open for attacks, and remembering…_ Hiko had intimate experience why remembering was not good for you either. The boy probably had memories more suitable for horror stories than for the mind of a child. So, something should be done about that habit. He didn't know where to start. _No matter – it will come to me in time. And it's not the first priority when it comes to that child._

No, what was important right now was to get the waif cleaned up. And those hands needed to be looked after. _Hmmm, where is the nearest water by this road again? _Hiko searched his memory; ah, there was a lake next to the road some miles out. It would do for a campsite.

Travel plan decided, he marched on.

* * *

><p>The sun had set and it was getting really dark, but the man-spirit just walked on. The boy didn't know why, though; by this time of the day, the slavers had always stopped to make camp. Perhaps he should ask about it, but the things he wished to ask the man-spirit about were quickly piling up and he hadn't dared to voice a single one of them yet.<p>

Among those questions, the reason for travelling at night was nowhere near the most important one.

Besides, the moon shone bright, making the road easy to see.

Soon the boy realized that if he didn't think how tired and hurt he was, it wasn't so bad. The problem was finding a suitable distraction; walking through a dark forest road wasn't exactly good for that as he couldn't see far enough to find anything interesting. The white cloak of the man-spirit could hold his attention only for so long, so he fell back to talking with his spirit-friend. It was a little bit tricky to concentrate long enough for the brief exchanges of images and emotions. He didn't dare to try for longer talks yet, because while he was getting better at walking and thinking to the spirit at the same time, he didn't want to bump into a tree or anything. The man-spirit-Hiko-san would find him stupid and weird if he did that and might decide not to keep him.

Still, the exhaustion kept creeping up on him. His feet felt swollen and heavy and even breathing was becoming a struggle against the ache in his chest and managing to draw in enough air…

But the man-spirit walked on.

Try as he might, the boy's feet wouldn't move fast enough anymore. So, bit by bit he fell behind more and more.

_No, I don't want to be left alone._

_Not again._

* * *

><p>The waif was falling behind, Hiko noticed. It had taken longer than he had assumed, but then again, the slaves had been travelling by foot. It was a logical conclusion that the boy was used to travelling throughout the day. However, it didn't look like the kid could keep it up much longer. So, subtly, Hiko slowed down his space. It wouldn't do to let him out of his sight. The kid could fall down on his face at any moment now; he looked that tired.<p>

Not that it was a big deal. The lake was just ahead and then they could stop to make a camp.

They had made it in good time; it was only a few hours after midnight. The moon was high, illuminating the road with pale rays. Ah, there it was; a small clearing next to the road with a path down to the lakeshore that he remembered from before.

There he stopped and waited for the miserable waif that was supposed to be his apprentice.

The boy hadn't yet noticed he had stopped, but instead just trudged ahead like the living dead with his head in the clouds again. _What on earth is going on in that mind?_

_Hmmph, I really need to get the kid out of that habit… _The only people who Hiko had seen being out of the world like that were simpletons, wasteful bags of flesh, who were of no use to anyone, or sick men drunk on the milk of the poppy.

_It is_ _unnatural_.

Those pale unfocused eyes and tiny feet beating the road in a steady slow pattern, harsh and fast breathing, filthy clothing that clung to the skin, bloody and bruised hands—the waif was truly a pitiful sight.

And a smelly one, too.

Hiko cleared his throat.

The boy stopped like a deer caught in the field by surprise, his eyes cleared and focused on him.

"We will be making camp here," Hiko informed the kid.

The boy looked hopeful.

"I will start the fire. Leave your stuff here and go take a wash on the shore. You reek."

Slowly, almost reluctantly, the boy let the bedroll fall down to his feet. Then he looked up at Hiko with a distrustful look, but after slight hesitation, he rose, turned and started to make his way to the waterfront.

Hiko shook his head. Wh_at was that about? Well, whatever it was, it can be left alone for now._

First things first, he was getting hungry, so it was prudent to make the fire for boiling the rice. The forest surrounding the camp spot had some reasonably dry twigs for the fire, Hiko noted with satisfaction. Also, boiling the water would be useful for cleaning the boy's mangled hands. It wouldn't do to lose a finger or two from infection and the resulting wound rot._ That_ would wreck his plans for his new apprentice right there. After all, healthy hands were an essential tool to swordsmen—fingers were the source of balance for the blade.

True, one could compensate, yes. But to start training a kid that young who was already damaged? It would be absolutely senseless.

Hiko frowned, and scanned the drier looking branches. A swift strike with the Winter Moon cut the wood easily. Once he would have thought using his sword for menial chores an unspeakable heresy. Now, he had learned to swallow his pride on practicalities.

Regarding the boy, though, Hiko couldn't quite decide how old he believed the kid to be—he was so small. There were rumors that the foreigners aged differently, so maybe that explained some of it. In any case, the kid couldn't be younger than five nor older than ten, Hiko reasoned; a sufficiently large scope to cover for all possibilities.

For training purposes, both ends of the scale were inconvenient to say at least. Five meant too young to start training with the swords properly as the constantly growing limbs would be incapable of a firm motor control. Also, there would be a need for basic schooling, Hiko realized with a pang of dread.

_Surely he can't be that young, no, it couldn't be._

Teaching anyone to read or write was decidedly _not_ included in Hiko's plans for on the other hand, the older the kid was, the closer he would be to swordsmandidn't quite sputter, but it was a near thing when the horrified awareness of all the challenges of child rearing started to come to him.

Perhaps this might be more difficult than he was capable of… After all, what did he know of children that wasn't based on his own childhood? Nothing. Was this the correct choice? Maybe he should escort the kid to the nearest village and see that the waif had a place there, and then he could go on with his life like he was used to. _No. What comes will come in time and I will conquer all the challenges._ He gritted his teeth. Hiko Seijuurou the 13th was not in the habit of second guessing himself, thank you very much, and he wasn't about to start now.

Besides, raising a kid—a swordsmanship apprentice or not—couldn't be that hard. Women did it all the time.

Armload of almost dry wood with him, he returned to the designated camping spot. The boy had not yet returned. _What could take that long? _he pondered and struck spark to the twigs with the flint. When he had been young, he had hated bathing outdoors. And the lake water had to be freezing. There was nothing that would cause him to want to linger. No. His master had thrown him into the cold water often enough to "cool down that temper."

Hmmph. Needless to say, Hiko was not fond of cold water.

A fire was starting to form nicely and the fire didn't look like it needed tending. So, he laid down the rest of the twigs and branches that he had collected close to the fire to dry. The moist twigs gave out a bit too much smoke, but oh well. Some smoky scent on clothes was a small price to pay and would serve to overpower the stink of the fresh graveyard.

Hm. What else was needed? Ah, some water to boil rice with. Hiko nodded to himself and rose; it would be good to check up with the boy at the same time. The small bundle, where he carried his supplies under his cloak, revealed a travelling kettle. Taking it with him, he headed to the lake shore.

* * *

><p>When the man-spirit Hiko-san told him to leave his things, the boy felt a shadow of doubt. Most of the stuff in his bedroll was necessary, but not something that he couldn't replace. The sole exception being his top. So, when he put down the bedroll, he slipped his hand between the folds and grabbed the wooden toy.<p>

He was quite sure that the man-spirit hadn't seen him doing so.

With his precious toy with him, the boy took the small path leading downwards to the lakeshore that the man-spirit had gestured him to. It was a bit slippery and his swollen and tired feet were not exactly steady, so he took his time.

The moon shone on the water. It looked pretty. Quiet.

It didn't escape him that he had seen this lake before. It was the same one that the caravan had stopped by to make camp earlier, and on the shore close by, Kasumi had asked him to be her second son. There she had become his second mother.

It was hard to breathe, like there was something lodged in his throat. But it didn't make any sense; why did it hurt?

It was just a lake.

The boy shakily made his way to the water, slipped out of his clothes and started to wash. The water was freezing. It reminded him of home. Back there in the mountains, the well water had often been cold like this. He swallowed and struggled to reign in his tears. If he started crying, he wouldn't ever stop and nothing would get done.

Besides, it had been with Kasumi that he had been allowed to be the baby and she was dead now.

So, he knelt and scooped up some of the finer sand to wash up with. He hadn't really noticed it before, but his skin had become grimy during the time in the graveyard. His hands throbbed and the sand felt awful against the raw wounds. But he didn't want to be dirty. Kasumi and mother both would have yelled at him for being so.

And somehow, the pain of scrubbing his skin lessened the choking feel in his throat.

He stayed in the water until he felt numb all over and the skin in his hands and feet was all wrinkly and soft. He felt clean. It was a good feeling.

His clothes stank on the shore. The very thought of dressing in them felt awful.

So, the boy took his shirt and started scrubbing the cloth with the sand. It was dark and he didn't see if it did any good for the stains in the cloth. Mother had given him this shirt and the matching hakama pants last year. She had sewn them herself. _'They are for your Samurai games, Shinta-chan,' _herlaughing voice told him in memory, accompanied by a smile tugging at her lips and her eyes soft with love. The rest of her face was blurry, and even though he tried to focus on it to fill in the details, none came to him. _What color had her eyes been? Dark grey? It was so long ago, but surely I should remember this…_

He hiccupped and the almost overwhelming pain was back. _No, better not to think._

In any case, the shirt had been the first new piece of clothing that he had ever owned. It had been green, of _that_ he was sure of, and he had been so proud to have it. It had been made just for him – not like the ones he had had before, all his older brothers' cast offs.

He had loved that shirt.

_"The green color really sets off nicely against your red hair, my darling baby. I shall have to try to get more cloth of that shade next year."_ Mother's faint laughing voice continued to whisper, and the boy sniffled and kept rubbing; the sickness had come before she had a chance to. Now the shirt was some dark grimy color, and one could never guess that it had been green once.

For some reason, it suited the boy just fine. He, too, was different than he had been. No one back in the village would recognize him now.

'The change - is it okay?' he wondered to his spirit-friend. _To change_ – _but Kasumi had asked me to never change…_

Eyes wide he stared blankly ahead, and started to shake in distress. She would be so disappointed at him. Already he had broken her wishes, even without intending to—

The spirit-friend interrupted his panicky fretting with memories like usual. This time, though, it showed him pictures of people. No. It seemed to be the same person, but in different ages? What was the spirit trying to say?

The person in these memories looked different in every picture. As a boy, the person looked happy. Then, taller and older, the look in his eyes was different, more focused; the mouth was no longer openly smiling. In the next one, he was wearing adult clothes. He was not even nearly as old as father had been, but the eyes looked hard and the mouth was a tight line. There was pain? More pictures still and a different look every time – but always the same man.

"Even if he grew up, it was always the same person? This is what you are trying to tell me?" the boy asked aloud just to fill the silence.

There was that petting agreement feeling again.

_But why is it showing me this?_ It wasn't like the unfamiliar boy growing into a man was anyone important to the boy… But, wait—his question! His eyes widened when it all began to make sense. Perhaps the spirit was saying that he wasn't changing, not really? That he was just growing up, exactly like the man in the pictures?

If so, maybe he hadn't betrayed Kasumi after all? And maybe, she wouldn't be disappointed in him for doing it.

_So, maybe, it could also mean…_ _that it isn't a bad thing that I am changing?_

Another petting sensation.

He didn't cry in relief, but it was a near thing. Instead, he let the shirt fall into the water and wiped his face, rubbing the heels of his palms over his eyes. He took a deep inhalation and then let all the tension fall away with the exhalation.

_I didn't do anything wrong;_ _Kasumi isn't angry at me._

It wasn't okay, it would never be okay, but he didn't feel quite as bad anymore. He was just growing up. Kasumi was gone, true, but he hadn't betrayed her.

The boy looked to the shore, to the pile of discarded clothing. There, on top of the pile lay a colored piece of wood.

Kasumi's top.

_ 'Live, live for me Shinta…'_ she had said that night.

_I really don't want to disappoint Kasumi._

He thought this to the spirit and was rewarded by another petting comforting feeling. With the new resolution achieved, he returned to the shore and hung his shirt to dry on a low hanging branch. Then he took his hakama pants and returned to wash them.

* * *

><p>Hiko had been intending to fetch the boy or to just hurry him up, but seeing that the boy was not up to anything harmful, he didn't feel like interrupting. Instead, he kept watching from the shadows of the trees surrounding the lakeshore.<p>

The kid was washing his clothes, and there was already some drying on a low branch.

A reasonable action, Hiko noted with a frown, but not very farsighted. The damp cloth wouldn't dry well out here. The morning was cold and misty. When the sun rose, it would help but in the meanwhile…

The boy was pale as winter and even smaller now that there was no misshapen layer of poor quality cloth covering him. A sorry sight, too. His ribs were showing. In the next village, Hiko would need to stock up more food, especially meat to gain muscle on that form. It was no wonder that the boy hadn't been able to lift the sword well. However, it was a pleasant surprise that the boy looked healthy enough. There were no large wounds or contusions on the skin, no large scars either. It suggested that the boy had been either fortunate or obedient.

But then again, the slave caravan _had_ been for pleasure slaves. So it made sense that the boy wouldn't be beat harshly, not enough to leave scars at least – the slaves had to be beautiful. Hiko couldn't be sure what the life as a slave had been like for the boy, but the surface evidence didn't show any physical abuse, not that it did any to disclaim the more revolting options…

The feeling of utter disgust turned his mood even sourer.

It was a good thing that the slavers hadn't reached their destination. He couldn't imagine that life for any child.

Staying in the water that long couldn't be healthy, regardless of the temperature, and that lake water had to be freezing cold. _I wouldn't stay there voluntarily for a minute, not even if I was paid to._ Hiko stepped out in the open and went to fill his kettle.

The boy looked like he was lost in his head.

Again.

Time to break it up.

Purposefully, Hiko stepped on stones so that his steps made a crunching noise, just to warn the boy that he was there.

The boy jumped like a scared rabbit, turned swiftly and the wide open eyes immediately zeroed in on him. _Good instincts_, Hiko noted with approval and commented casually, "It's cold out here. Come out, I have a fire going. Better to dry out your clothes there, too."

The boy nodded warily.

Without any further comment, Hiko took his leave.

The fire looked good and the twigs no longer gave out smoke. However, the flames had eaten almost all of the wood, so he added a few drier pieces to the fire. He didn't have the patience to wait for the coals tonight, as just watching the boy washing in the freezing water had made him shiver in sympathy. A warm meal would be just the thing. It didn't take long to find a suitable willow branch and set the kettle hanging from it over the fire.

The water was heating nicely by the time he heard faint footsteps from the path.

Ah, the boy was returning—finally. The kid was still naked, shivering and the pale skin had taken an odd blue tinge, and he was carrying the bundle of his wet clothes.

_A truly pitiful sight_, Hiko noted with a sigh. Well, it wouldn't do to let the brat catch pneumonia on top of everything else. With a grunt, he heaved himself to his feet, and stripped out of his cloak and shirt.

"Here. Put this on or you will catch a cold."

The boy looked at his offering hesitantly and then glanced down at the wet pile of clothes in his arms.

"Just lay those out on grass near the fire. It will serve for the moment."

With that, the waif came clearly to a decision and kneeled to put down the wet bundle, and started slowly inching towards him, then reached –

When the kid grabbed the offered shirt, Hiko just shook his head in exasperation. _T_o_ok you long enough._

And then the kid had the gall to _sniff _at the shirt!

The silent critique was all too clear and Hiko scoffed, amused despite the rudeness and fought against the smile that was tugging at his lips. Finally giving up the effort, he grudgingly admitted, "It's not clean, but it is dry."

A shy smile in return.

_It really is quite cold out here. _Hiko shivered and rubbed his arms. _ How did the kid manage to stand it?_ The dampness in the air drove the cold straight to his bones, or at least it felt like it and the deeper scars in his body ached in answer, reminding him of their existence. No, it was not good weather to tramp around without clothes. Thankfully, he still had his cloak, no matter that the old bastard would spin in his grave for the sacrilege.

The boy had pulled on his shirt, but the garment was ridiculously large on him. The hem fell all the way to the ground regardless of the kid's efforts to make it functional attire; the sleeves were rolled up clumsily and the kid's drying belt was used to tie the improvised robe shut.

_Not exactly ideal, but it will do for immediate purposes_, Hiko nodded in approval, before idly stoking the fire and then checking on the water. It was just about to boil.

The boy laid down the wet clothes to dry on the grass.

Those hands really didn't look good. Exhaling, he controlled the flash of temperament. The kid was hesitant about him, as he damn well should be. Coming on with too much force would only scare the waif away, he reasoned and toned down his voice from commanding to calming. "Boy. Come here. I want to take a look at your hands."

The boy – Kenshin - glanced up at him, but came closer with only a brief hesitating pause.

Clearly some of the ice was broken.

The offered hands were tiny, and easily swallowed by his larger palms. With a frown, he looked them over. _As I thought._

Those small hands were filled with ill healed scratches and scrapes, and some of them had clearly opened up multiple times. Washing them in water had cleaned away the dirt, but it only served to make it clearer that a few of the scratches could cause complications; one in the left palm, second on the side of the thumb and two quite deep ones near the right hand's fingertips. The pale skin softened from the boy's bath showed some reddening near the deeper wounds, suggesting possible infection.

Not quite as bad as he had feared, but not well by any means either.

The wounds would need to be cleaned and kept clean. The lack of puss told that the infection hadn't sunk in fully, but it was a close call; anything could happen. It was almost a miracle that the blood rot hadn't claimed the fingers. For gods' sake, the boy had handled corpses without anything to protect his hands – with open wounds, no less!

_It was pure idiocy._ Hopefully, it indicated only lacking knowledge, which he would take steps to correct, rather than poor thinking ability.

No sense of fretting over it now. Hiko shook his head and said with a firm, calm voice, "We need to clean these wounds, boy."

The kid looked up at him, glanced at the path leading to the lake front and back at him, clearly confused.

"No. Water is not enough. Not for wounds that have been near unclean things. In fact, all wounds should be cleaned and kept clean like this, so it's good a lesson for you." Hiko had let the boy's hands fall from his grip while he considered his options.

He would need something to tie up the wounds to keep them clean. Normally this wouldn't be an issue, but the supplies he currently carried were quite meager. After being on the road for quite a while and never encountering immediate problems, he hadn't felt the need to stay stocked. The lack of foresight would be the cause of never ending problems for him, his master had always told him. Before today, he hadn't really understood the point in the old bastard's constant nagging.

A few shredded strips from his shirtsleeve, donated by an increasingly bewildered waif, become serviceable bandages. A few minutes in boiling water rendered the strips sufficiently clean. The kid's eyes followed all his actions, never losing track and kept demanding explanations that he found himself offering casually without thinking.

_It had been years since I last spoke freely like this_. And somehow, unconsciously, Hiko began to relax.

Until it was time for the ugly phase.

"Boy, hands."

Obediently, the boy held them out.

Taking the sake, he took hold of the boy's left hand—that palm wound really was an ugly one—and warned, "This will hurt."

When he poured the sake on those wounds, the boy yowled and tried to pull his hand away.

Hiko didn't let him; instead, he put the bottle down and rubbed the alcohol into the wound. The boy had tears in his eyes and desperately tried to fight the pain.

_Good boy_, he nodded in approval and took hold of the bottle again.

"Next, the thumb."

* * *

><p>The boy panted, and blinked to clear the tears out of his eyes.<p>

Sake in wounds_ hurt._

He wasn't sure why the man-spirit Hiko-san did this, but he didn't seem to enjoy causing him pain, and he had given him his shirt. _No one does that._ _He doesn't even have a spare, and it's a cold morning, _the boy thought, and just for that tried to trust the man-spirit and let him do this crazy thing.

The wounds throbbed and the sake burned, but the at least the intense flashes didn't last long, which gave the boy encouragement to fight the pain. _Soon, it will be over… just a little bit more_, he chanted in his head and tried to find distractions.

It really was an odd thing to do, to pour sake into wounds. He had never tasted the drink, but he had seen father do so and knew that it was expensive. To waste that much money on washing seemed stupid. It had to have a point to it; no one would waste money like that without a reason. Maybe the spirit-friend would know?

His friend answered with an image of older man cleaning another man's ugly and large wound with sake. _So other people do that, too, which means it isn't just something that the crazy man-spirits in white cloaks do._

'So it helps?' the boy thought to the spirit.

The petting comfort feeling.

The man-spirit took hold of his right hand and pulled him back to reality. The scratches didn't seem so bad in this palm, the boy thought clinically. Man-spirit seemed to agree and concentrated on cleaning the deeper cuts at the fingertips. The boy hissed as the sake hit the wound, but his eyes didn't water anymore. He was getting used to the feeling.

Then the man-spirit was finished.

"Just let your hands dry out and don't touch anything. Not if you don't want me to clean the wounds with sake again."

The boy blinked in surprise. _Again, just for touching something?_ He shuddered and shook his head vigorously.

The man-spirit smiled and let out a small breathy laugh, then, "Good boy."

For some reason, those words felt really good. It had been a while since anyone had said it to him, so he smiled in return.

* * *

><p>The rest of the night had gone well after that. Hiko had fetched more water, finally managed to cook the rice for dinner and given the boy some. The kid – Kenshin – had taken the food and then dashed to the bed roll and returned with some dried fish that he had offered in return.<p>

A simple exchange.

Hiko didn't know what to think of it, so he hadn't made a comment. Instead, he had accepted the offering and turned to his own meal, which had provided the next hurdle—the utensils. Hiko's travelling supplies carried only one pair of chopsticks and the kid had freshly cleaned hands with clean bandages.

He might be a proud and educated man, but even he could abandon decorum to eat with fingers in dire situations. It wasn't like the rice was particularly difficult food for that anyways. The dried fish softened amongst the rice nicely, and wasn't as distasteful to eat.

At the corner of his eye, he did keep an eye out for his little walking mystery.

Kenshin used the chopsticks like a native.

_Hmmm, maybe he was born here and at least one of his parents was Japanese?_ It would explain this unspoken knowledge of the proper way of living. His curiosity flared; perhaps it was the proper time to start unraveling this little ball of mixed messages?

"Boy, where are you from?"

The kid paused, and looked up from the rice bowl. He chewed, swallowed and then tilted his head in obvious question. Receiving no other prompt the boy frowned, and finally answered. "The mountain."

Well, that told Hiko absolutely nothing. Japan was filled with mountains; everywhere one travelled in the country, the mountains always loomed. Perhaps he should try again with different words, but what was the chance that the kid would know the exact place on a map that Hiko didn't have, or that even knowing the location would be of any use? Japan didn't have many foreigners, but they always stayed near the capital or larger harbors now that black ships had forcefully opened the country to foreign trade just two years ago.

It was an unspoken fact that no foreigner would be able to go to the back country, and the kid's accent couldn't be from anywhere else.

He frowned and wondered how to form the question that he really wanted to ask. If the location wasn't essential, perhaps the parents' would give him better clue. So he tried from another angle. "Was anyone in your family different?"

"Me. The villagers called me bad luck."

_Damn it all to hell_, Hiko cursed silently and shook his head. _Time to abandon the polite circling of the issue._

"Who was the foreigner in your family?"

"What does foreigner mean?" the boy countered with innocent wide blue eyes.

Hiko crunched his teeth in frustration, temper flaring. He really wanted to hit something.

A clattering noise interrupted his stewing and immediately he looked up. The boy had dropped the rice bowl and was crawling backwards, face white with terror.

Immediately Hiko controlled his flaring ki.

And just like that, the look of utter terror disappeared from the boy's face, but he stayed away still, looking rather more like a scared animal than a human child.

It was only logical, for the boy didn't trust him yet. But still, such a harsh reaction from a simple flare of temperament? The kid must have been beaten or perhaps— _No, unlikely in the extreme. No child could feel ki without training. The reaction has to be just a coincidence._

_And now is definitely not the time to think more on that. _Hiko sighed; his fits of temper were not something he could afford right now. Not if he wanted to build trust between them, and he murmured, "Come back here. I won't hit you."

With that, Hiko returned to his own meal.

The waif took a while to come back near the fire and to pick up the bowl.

_Oh well, back to square one._

Exhaustion had started to weigh on him; it had been a long night and the dawn was already breaking. He really wasn't up to this right now. "Let's take a rest. I will wake you when we move out."

* * *

><p><em>Edited first by Chie in 2013, then again 3.5.2015 by BelovedStranger<em>


	6. Memory

**Chapter 5. Memory**

The boy woke to clattering noises. Someone was moving close to him! Without a second thought, he had already dashed away from the sound. His heart was trying to leap away from his chest as he shook and stared in crazed fright.

_Oh._

It was just the man-spirit, kneeling by the fire and his brow was raised in a mocking question.

The boy felt a bit silly. Ashamed, really. The man-spirit hadn't harmed him in any way, thus far at least, so why was he still scared? No answers forthcoming, the boy inhaled deeply in an attempt to calm his panicky breathing. It was midday, judging by the sun's height on a cloudy sky. He must have slept for hours and hours. Oddly, he still felt really tired.

A few feet away, the man-spirit Hiko-san was setting up a fire.

_Maybe we will eat again?_ The boy's stomach growled hopefully.

"Here, go fill this by the lake."

Pulled from his thoughts, the boy went to take the offered kettle hesitantly and headed for the lake. A yell sounded from behind him. "And don't get your hands wet!"

Smiling by this sign of caring, the boy nodded. _No, I shouldn't be so afraid anymore._

The downward path was easier to walk this time, though he had to lift the hem of the large shirt to avoid tripping. The ground had dried and wasn't as slippery as it had been last night, and sunlight certainly helped. The trees were painted in autumn colors, reds and yellows. Some leaves had already dropped. The weather had been getting steadily colder. It would have been horrible to sleep in the damp clothing.

The loaned shirt was really warm.

He crouched at the lake shore and considered first the kettle in hand, then his carefully wrapped hands. The man-spirit's threat of cleaning the wounds again came to his mind. So, carefully, the boy took hold of the handle and tipped the kettle in the water, tilted and lowered it.

The water gushed in and he smiled in satisfaction.

The lake was really pretty in the daylight, too. It didn't feel so bad to look at it this time, he decided. Feeling better than he had in weeks, the boy made his way back to camp.

* * *

><p>Hiko hadn't slept long, just a few hours.<p>

This wasn't unusual for him, as he had spent the better part of the last few years avoiding dreams. The sun was already high up in the sky when he finally sat up and stretched. The old wound in his back was smarting like a bitch. Some bends and winces later, he had come to a firm conclusion that sleeping with only his cloak as cover wasn't to be done ever again. Not if it could somehow be avoided.

He had almost recovered his bearings when an odd and faint snuffling sound caught his ear. There was no one there but him and the kid. Where was that coming from? A flexing of his aura confirmed they were alone.

So, it _was_ the kid?

Kenshin had made his bed next to the fire, but on the opposite side of him. In fact, as far as possible, while still being able to enjoy the warmth. Hardly a surprising action, that. The kid slept like a curled up animal, a small still bundle. The only thing that gave away that the boy was still alive was the steady rise of chest and that odd soft snuffling sound.

_It's almost cute. _

Hiko shook his head, appalled. Of all the things…

In any case, they were in no hurry to go anywhere and he, too, needed a bath. Also, it would be a good chance to wash their clothes, he though and glanced again at the sleeping kid wearing his shirt.

_Well, it's hardly a priority. It's better for the kid to sleep while he can. _

It was a few hours later, at noon, when the kid finally woke up. Hiko was aware of his awakening from the change in breathing and the feel of ki but hadn't let that stop his chores. A slightly too loud pang of kettle against the firewood, and suddenly the half-awake kid was dashing away from him in fright. Hiko didn't react, already having expected such a reaction from the jumpy child. Instead, he just raised his brow in question and reined in the sarcastic comment rising automatically on his lips.

The kid had enough issues and commenting on them wouldn't help either of them.

The kid's embarrassed blush told that he had made a correct choice. So, continuing on a hunch, he diffused the awkward situation by sending the boy off to get some water. Maybe he was getting a hang of this. After all, it wasn't that difficult to guess the boy's actions, because more than anything else, the kid – Kenshin – behaved like any battle-worn and stressed man would in similar situations, or just like himself...

It wasn't a line of thinking he wanted to pursue, least of all while he was sober.

The fire was going nicely when the kid returned. The rice was set to boil over the fire and he noted aloud that the boy's bandages seemed clean enough.

The smile he received in answer was… sweet.

The boy was still in the loaned shirt, Hiko noted. Before he had set off to sleep, he had taken time to set the kid's damp clothing on the lower branches of a nearby willow. By now they would be as dry as they would get, so he took them down and offered them to the boy.

Kenshin smiled in thanks and he nodded in answer.

Returning to the cooking, he added some of his last few pieces of dried meat to soften up with the rice. He wasn't one for idle conversation, so the kid's continuous silence was, well, comfortable. In hindsight, he was aware that children were loud and energetic creatures, full of annoying questions and needless chatter. Compared to that, this silence between him and Kenshin felt like a blessing. On the other hand, what if…

Sound of shuffling of feet nearby pulled him out of his musings. The boy was standing close to him, looking like he wanted something.

_Ah, of course. The shirt. _Hiko calmly accepted the offering and considered the situation. "Just sit down. The food will be done soon."

_Why doesn't the boy speak to me? Wouldn't it have been easier to get my attention with words instead of that hesitant shuffling of his feet? _While it wasn't hard to understand the boy, and he knew that the boy could speak if he wanted to, this silence started to seem more peculiar. After all, compared to what he knew to be normal behavior for children, this was anything but.

_Should I do something about it? _

On one hand, he would risk losing this comfortable state of affairs. Hiko didn't like people and had made an art form out of avoiding them and their constant chatter and never ending complaints. On the other hand, the kid had seen horrible things and it wouldn't do to let him dwell on them.

Besides, Hiko was curious about the boy.

So…

"You know, kid, you can talk to me," he said aloud, testing a theory. Thus far, the only times he had heard the kid speak had been in answer to prompting. Only silence was his answer, and he dared a covert glance.

The boy had settled down on his bedding, staring into the distance.

_Head in the clouds, again – what's with that?_ Dismayed, Hiko stoked the merrily crackling fire between them.

"What are you?" a soft voice asked.

_Huh?_

"What do you mean?" Hiko countered, intrigued.

"You feel cold and big," the boy said while staring at the ground, picking at the grass.

Hiko felt his brow rise in surprise. _What the hell? What does that mean? Feel cold? Big?_

_Hmmm, but maybe – no,_ that_ wasn't possible. _But then again, so far the kid had been constantly denying his assumptions and if it was so... Curious, Hiko slowly let his ki flare up.

The boy immediately scrambled backwards.

There was no mistaking it the second time; the kid could feel ki.

A rare talent. Unprecedented, even. Usually only those who had been trained in the arts could feel ki. Even among them, it wasn't a common ability. Hiko had known that the kid was special, after all Kenshin's own spirit felt unusually well defined. However, he hadn't realized how just special his new apprentice was.

_Oh yes, he will be perfect for Hiten Mitsurugi. _

For the spiritually aware, Hiko's presence would feel significantly different. He had spent years under the careful tutorage of the old bastard, mastering the use of the ki for his sword training. And like a muscle, using the spiritual energy would strengthen it, so it would feel "big" as the boy had put it. Coldness was just the feel of lingering death and willingness to hurt.

_Back when the old bastard attacked me during the final training, it was like the air itself froze up. _Hiko frowned, and nodded slowly to himself. _Yes, with this… it's starting to make sense. _

_Hmmm, but if he can feel ki and possesses such a pronounced aura, does that mean he has already used it before? _

It might be, or not. In any case, it was something to consider in the future, but for now it was hardly a priority. "Calm down. I am not going to hurt you," he said. "You can feel my spiritual presence. It's what causes the feeling of coldness."

The boy tilted his head, and then hesitantly crawled back.

"Spiritual… like a spirit?"

"Yes."

"Where did you get it?"

"Get it? You cannot get it anywhere. Everyone has some potential for it. You just need to learn to use it," Hiko explained, feeling absolutely ridiculous. Of all the notions for the kid to pick up…

"…huh."

Hiko shook his head, scoffed.

_Completely ridiculous._

Suddenly, he was acutely reminded exactly why he tended to avoid people. _Thank the gods the rice looks to be almost ready. A breakfast, then back to the road, and I don't have to deal with anymore nonsense for the day. _

* * *

><p><em>So, the swordsman – Hiko-san is a man, not a spirit.<em> The boy had been wondering about that since the moment he had first seen him, but hadn't been able to decide for sure. For him, Hiko-san had felt more like his spirit-friend than a man, although he still looked human.

The rest of Hiko-san's explanation of spirits or spiritual presence had made no sense at all to the boy, and he hadn't dared to question the man more. At first it had sounded like Hiko-san, too, had a spirit-friend. But when he had asked about it, Hiko-san had stared at the boy like he had grown a second head.

Asking another question after that reaction had been just too scary. Hiko-san didn't seem like a person who had any patience for stupidity. And if asking about important things like spirits had raised his ire, what else would?

So the boy had stayed silent as they shared the meal like the night before. Hiko-san had given rice and the boy had shared the dried fish. It was only fair. Besides, until he knew the swordsman better, he wasn't about to take anything without giving something in return. It was partly because mother had taught him to share his food, and Hiko-san didn't seem to have much more than he did. But, also, it would be like he owed something to Hiko-san if he just took things.

And he really didn't want that. The spirit-friend agreed.

So after breakfast, they had gathered their belongings and took to the road. Hiko-san had set the pace again and he had to almost run to keep up with it. While they travelled, the swordsman didn't look back or question him further, which in turn left the boy to talk with his spirit-friend for company. He was getting better at walking and thinking at the same time.

It was almost a nice way to travel.

The two friends talked about a lot of things during those hours. Often the talk wasn't about anything important, just observations about the things that the boy saw and was curious about. And while the spirit couldn't talk back, the boy had grown better at understanding the images and emotions the spirit sent. It also seemed that the spirit was getting better at it, too. Or maybe they were just learning to understand each other better?

In any case, the boy was not alone and didn't mind walking in silence.

Sometimes, though, the boy would talk to his friend about better times, of family and Kasumi, even the almost-older-sisters Akane and Sakura. And sometimes they would talk about Hiko-san. Neither of the two could make up their minds about him. On the other hand, Hiko-san had promised to teach them to use the sword, but then again, he hadn't done anything about it during these travel filled days. Instead, he had just cleaned their wounds, shared food and stuff with them and asked a lot of questions during the meals.

The questions ranged from things like where the boy had lived, what his family had been like, what they had looked like, how long had he been with the slavers, what had that been like…

And then Hiko-san had asked what the boy knew and could do.

So, the boy had told Hiko-san that he didn't know how to read or write. He had proudly mentioned he knew how to count to five. It was all he had needed before, and he remembered the lesson well; one number for each family member. When Hiko inquired about his age though, he couldn't even guess. He hadn't paid attention to years, well, not further than the one that had passed and one that was to come. Besides, Hiko-san's description of 'eras' and 'lunar calendar' was, well,_ complicated_. Back at home, the seasons were what mattered.

Nevertheless, the boy had answered all the questions as well as he could, but Hiko-san was rarely happy with the answers. More often than not, he would get frustrated or even angry, and it was almost impossible to know what would set his temper off. At first, the boy was scared of these fits of temper. But only after a flare of spirit, some ugly expressions or swearwords muttered in a low voice, Hiko-san would always tell him to calm down and that he wouldn't hit him.

Slowly, the boy was beginning to trust him, though the spirit-friend was still hesitant. However, they had realized fairly soon that while the swordsman would easily get angry, he was really good at controlling his bursts of anger and wasn't a danger to them.

So…

The boy listened and watched.

The two friends weren't sure if Hiko-san would keep them, so they learned how to do things by watching his example. Important things, like how to cook rice, to make a campfire, bandage hands and to clean the wounds, all things that the boy hadn't known how to do before.

Thus, the days passed while travelling with a swordsman, who felt cold and was never happy.

* * *

><p>The kid fell quite painlessly with Hiko's way of living. Well, he had to stop more often than he was used to, but it was expected. Comparing to his previous doubts about taking an apprentice, that he would have to change to accommodate some spoiled brat, Kenshin was almost a blessing in disguise. In every way, the boy was an easy person to travel with; he didn't talk unless he was prompted to, never complained or demanded anything.<p>

While Hiko had some misgivings about whether he should encourage the boy to show more normal childish behavior, it didn't seem to be necessary. In any case, a normal child would never be able to handle the training to come. Did it matter if Kenshin was slightly too obedient and silent?

The sword of Mitsurugi demanded a lot from the practitioners and those demands the kid already seemed to fulfill easily: a good mind, kind heart, strong will and able ki.

Speaking of the spiritual presence, now that Hiko was aware of it and paid attention, he noticed that the kid was constantly using his ki while they travelled. The spiritual aura would flow around the boy like water and occasionally it would flare. The dismaying part was that it all seemed to be connected to the boy's 'head in the clouds' habit. For the moment, Hiko was willing to overlook the annoying tendency. Whatever the boy was doing, it seemed to be quite efficient training.

Travelling and eating healthily was steadily increasing the boy's stamina and his mangled hands were healing without too many complications. Hiko had cleaned them every evening until the reddening near the edges had vanished and the scratches had scabbed. Two deeper wounds had developed puss, but piercing them and draining the slime twice had done the trick. All in all, the boy was gaining strength daily and Hiko was quite pleased with the physical fitness of his new apprentice.

What he didn't like, however, was the boy's lack of education. If he didn't want to have an uneducated halfwit as an apprentice, it seemed that he would have to start teaching the kid the basics of reading and writing as soon as possible. And counting, he couldn't ignore the numbers; the kid couldn't even tell his own age properly!

Hmmph!

But then again, what else could he have expected from a mixed blood slave child?

He was becoming quite sure that the boy had some foreign blood, but was born and raised in Japan. As for his age, well, Hiko was leaning with his estimations towards the upper end of the 'five to ten'-scale. It was mostly based on a hunch, the kid was too calm and unassuming and that unusual ki…

So, most likely he was nine or ten, but small for his age.

It was a good age for swords training and most children started around then. So had he, once upon a time.

The trust between them had been building up quite nicely, too. Now Hiko didn't have to be so careful around the boy as it seemed that he wasn't so scared anymore. True, the kid still kept a distance, didn't initiate any action without a clear cue from him, but it was becoming obvious that he could soon start teaching the boy more.

However, the question was where to start.

Back when he had begun his apprenticeship, the swords training had been the obvious choice. Ki had come along years later_. _Even though Kenshin seemed to be aware of the spiritual energy, it really wasn't a good aspect to start up with. No, it would be better to go with the training schedule he knew…

For swords training, he would need to get the boy a blade. A short one, though. Maybe a wakizashi could do?

_Yes, that sounds doable,_ Hiko nodded, and glanced over his shoulder at the waif following him. _Hmm, real steel with a proper balance - yes. But heavy enough to build some muscle on those sticky arms… _

_Perhaps an older, second hand blade to save on the costs? _

And, now that winter was coming, he would need to get the kid more clothes. Those rags had worked well enough for now, but wouldn't be warm enough for travelling in snow. Speaking of winter, he, too, would need supplies.

The money pouch hanging at his waist was noticeably light.

_Hmmm… it seems I need to find a job. _

* * *

><p>They were in a village.<p>

The boy looked around curiously, but stayed close to Hiko-san. The village was a lot larger than home had been and it was bustling with people. Maybe it was because there were a lot of roads leading to it, compared to the only one leading to home. Come to think of it, home had been a lot higher in the mountains, too, so it would have been harder for all the people to get there.

When they had arrived, Hiko-san had said that this village was called Tokoyama and it was in the Suo domain. This, of course, didn't mean anything to the boy and he stared at Hiko-san completely baffled. It roused a scoff from the swordsman, followed by gruff advice to pay attention to names, for knowing them would help him to know where he was and find his way back if needed.

It was a leading revelation to the boy. Thus far, names had only been important to tell apart two similar people from one another, like mother and second mother Kasumi. But it had to be the same for places, and if he knew the name of the place and asked for directions, the place would always be there.

He didn't know what the village in the mountains had been named. It hurt for some reason. It wasn't that he wanted to go back there, but… It would have been nice to know that he could, if he wanted to.

Needless to say, the boy started paying attention to the names.

The village center had a of lot different vendors and there were merchants and wagons on the roadside. Every now and then, Hiko-san would take time to talk to people. The more people he talked to, the colder he felt and the scowl on his face grew harsher. The boy suspected that it was because of all the noise and people. After all, he didn't talk to the boy much either and needing to talk to so many people had to be a real struggle.

However, seeing that scowl, it was relieving in a way. It meant that it wasn't just the boy the swordsman didn't like; no, it was just the way he was.

Just like the spirit-friend.

Hiko-san had said that they needed to find a job, and that the village would be a good place to find one. Knowing that before coming to the village had been comforting, because it meant that the swordsman wasn't trying to get rid of him or to sell him.

The boy didn't want to be alone and travelling with Hiko-san hadn't been bad.

But what if Hiko-san had just said those words but hadn't really meant them?

The boy couldn't follow the conversations between the swordsman and the strangers well, but he kept an ear out for bad words. If anything was said about selling people or the odd words Ine-sama had used while haggling with the scary man Hideo, he resolved to run away. He wouldn't be sold again, no matter what. He knew enough now to survive alone, if necessary.

Then Hiko-san stopped to buy rice from an old woman. It was odd to watch that, because for some crazy reason the swordsman _didn't _haggle, just paid the first price she asked. It was, well - stupid. But Hiko-san didn't seem like a stupid man, so why would he..?

Every time the boy had seen mother or father, or even old Ine-sama, buy anything, there had been a lot of haggling.

Father had explained that it was a game between the seller and the buyer. The seller would ask for too much and the buyer would offer too little. Then they would play a game over the price, and the winner would be the one who stayed closer to the price he started with and got the other to agree. It had sounded like a really fun game to the boy, and he had liked to watch father play it.

Father had been good at it.

Hiko-san didn't even try to play.

_It can't be that Hiko-san has too much money. No, if that was so, he wouldn't be trying to find a job. So why doesn't he play? _the boy wondered. He would have to ask about it later. For now, Hiko-san's coldness, or ki as the older man called it, was spiking up in annoyed flickers.

It wasn't as scary as it had been before because lately the boy had been getting better at following the feeling of coldness, and figuring out what it meant. Right now Hiko-san was definitely nearing the boiling point of his temper. Soon there would be swearing…

"Damn it all to hell. How hard can it be to find a merchant travelling out of town? It's not even snowfall yet!"

And the coldness just fizzled. _Huh? That was it?_

"What if you don't find a job?" the boy hesitantly asked. Normally he wouldn't have dared. Not yet, especially when Hiko-san's ki had felt so angry just moments ago, but if the swordsman couldn't find a job, what would he do for the money? He didn't have much to sell...

"Hmmph. Then we need to keep trying, maybe in another village."

The boy relaxed minutely, somewhat comforted and nodded to the swordsman.

However, mere moments later, he saw people turning to the western road. Back home, when people behaved so, it had meant that someone new was coming in. Hiko-san didn't seem to notice it as he was preoccupied with a vendor behind them.

It was distressing. He knew that Hiko-san needed money, but no merchant seemed to want to pay for his help. What should he do?

Finally, the sheer necessity driving him, the boy coughed.

The swordsman didn't seem to hear him.

_But what if someone else needs a job, too, and gets there first?_ _Hiko-san needs money!_ So, the boy did something he would have never done before and dared to tug at the swordsman's cloak.

The swordsman raised his brow, curious – not angry. The boy exhaled in sheer relief and pointed west. "Someone is coming."

Hiko-san looked and frowned.

"Huh. Well, let's check it out."

* * *

><p>Old man Asano was a merchant and Hiko-san and the boy were travelling with him for now. The swordsman had a job of protecting the merchant, old man Asano drove the wagon pulled by a big ox, and the boy, well, didn't know what he was supposed to do.<p>

So, he just followed Hiko-san just like before.

Apparently, the old man Asano had been left behind by a bigger merchant caravan earlier, because his wheel had broken down badly and he couldn't fix it fast enough. It was a mean thing to do, leaving someone behind and even worse for such a small reason, the boy thought, but said nothing.

In any case, the merchant was in hurry to sell his stuff in Hiroshima, in Aki domain, before the snowfall came, or so he had told Hiko-san. Old man Asano hadn't been happy to hire him at first, and had loudly protested that a single swordsman as protection was as good as an invitation to the bandits. So the merchant had suggested that he would take a message to another village and bring back more guards. Hiko-san's coldness had been boiling so badly that the boy had wanted to run and hide rather than follow the argument, but finally the swordsman had calmed down and managed to convince the merchant to hire him. Old man Asano had taken a really long time to agree, and even then it was 'only because of the hurry.'

So here they were.

Travelling was easier now with old man Asano and his wagon slowing the pace, but it wasn't nice. Just like the villagers back home, the merchant didn't like him at all. Instead, he would stare at the boy but never talk _to_ him.

Already the boy had heard Asano say "demon" and "foreigner" to Hiko-san. He really didn't like those words.

They had been travelling for two days now and both nights at the camp fire old man Asano had sat next to Hiko-san and started talking. Instead of being allowed to listen in and eat in peace, the merchant ordered the boy do chores.

It wasn't that he minded doing the chores, not really. It was easy enough to fetch water or pick up firewood and he wasn't lazy. No, he had been taught better. But he didn't like the way Asano did it. The merchant would command harshly, never once looking at him and always expecting the boy to obey immediately. In all honesty, it reminded him of scary man Hideo.

Hiko-san didn't seem to think it odd, so the boy did as he was told.

But for some reason, he felt lonelier than he had been since the graveyard. He had tried to spend time with his spirit-friend during the day's travelling, but hadn't noticed when Asano had suddenly slowed the pace and as a result the boy had stumbled right into the wagon. "Is there something wrong with the kid?" old man Asano had asked Hiko-san with an ugly voice, and the boy could hear the unspoken 'stupid runt' clearly. The swordsman had scoffed, but hadn't answered.

Feeling ashamed, the boy hadn't dared to try talking with the spirit-friend since. After all, only a simpleton would walk into things, and Hiko-san wouldn't want a stupid student.

So, with no one to talk to and no one talking to him, he was feeling lonely with people again.

Another thing that was making him feel really bad was the dreams. These past few days travelling with Hiko-san just curling up on a bedroll was enough to fall asleep. But now with the slow travelling pace, he just wasn't tired enough at the end of the day, and so he would remember bad things and continue seeing them in his sleep. He would often wake up in the middle of the night panting and tears stinging in his eyes, feeling really, really scared. He would see Kasumi's dark pleading eyes, her soft mouth that had been like mother's and a sword tearing though her throat.

He kept clutching her top in his hands, in hopes that it would keep the bad dreams away.

It didn't work very well.

During the fourth day of travel they reached a domain border post. The boy had seen a couple of those when he was with the slave caravan, but for some reason, passing it felt scarier now with only Hiko-san and the mean old merchant with him. The samurai, who was guarding the border post, asked old man Asano and Hiko-san questions, but the way he talked was so odd that it was really hard to understand him. It was even worse than the way Hiko-san talked, with all the difficult words and weird way of saying even the normal things…

So, it was no wonder that the meaning of words escaped the boy and he drifted off, only to catch the tail end of Hiko-san's speech. "…I am a ronin, and here are our travel passes. The boy, Kenshin, is with me."

_Kenshin? Who is that? My name is—_

_'…too soft, from now on you will be...' _

_Oh._

He had almost forgotten that Hiko-san had given him a new name. It wasn't like anyone actually used it. To Hiko-san, he was always just "boy." And it wasn't like anyone else would talk to him, like at the crossroad village, Tokoyama; the vendors and other people had talked about him like he was not there. Even worse, some of them had been like old mean man Asano and called him bad names.

The boy didn't know what to think of names, really. It made sense that places had names so that people could find them, like Hiko-san had told him. But what was the point of giving names to children? Even before, when he had been Shinta, no one had called him that. Well, no one but mother that is. To his brothers, he had been "crybaby" or "tiny." Father had called him "son" or every now and then when he was displeased "boy", but even then he had said it gently.

Not that he could recall any particular time it had happened, it was all hazy for some reason. But it had been so, of that he was absolutely sure. The boy frowned. _Why can't I remember it anymore? _

In any case, even to Kasumi he had been "Shinta-chan."

_Huh… perhaps, names are what only mother's will call you by?_

No, that wasn't right.

Hiko-san was Hiko-san, and old Ine-sama had been also called by her name. Like old man Asano and scary man Hideo. _So, it's an adult thing? If you are an adult, you can tell what your name is to people and they will respect it – not make up their own mind? _

Abruptly, the boy was pulled from his thoughts by a loud noise from the forest. Immediately alert and shaking slightly, he was ready to dash off _–_

_Oh, no. Not again._

There was a pile of logs laid down on the road and a bandit was standing in front of the blockade, his sword half raised and his teeth bared in an ugly grin.

The grin faded slightly when Hiko-san stepped forward and pulled his long sword out of the scabbard, too, speaking calmly. "Let us through, or be prepared to meet your gods."

The bandit's mouth fell slack for a minute, and then a terrifying loud guffawing laugh filled the silence.

It continued on and on.

Hiko-san's coldness flickered in annoyance, but the swordsman in white didn't do anything, just waited.

Then, finally the bandit fell silent, wiped his eyes and stated, "Thanks for the laugh. But, joker – we do have you outnumbered. So who the hell do you think you are to demand anything from us?"

"Your death."

"Oh really?" the bandit scowled. "I'll enjoy carving the mark of hopelessness into your severed head and watch the beasts tear your corpse into pieces. Men, let's show this arrogant sod what he is dealing with!"

More bandits stepped out of the forest on both sides of the road. There were too many for the boy to count, at least as many as had attacked the slave caravan. Old man Asano was white with terror and shaking on the driver's seat, even the big ox pulling the wagon seemed scared.

_I have nowhere to go, there are too many of them… what to do, whattodo _–

Suddenly, he noted that the underside of the wagon was dark, the afternoon sun cast deep shadows. Maybe they hadn't noticed him yet?

Hopeless or not, but it was the only thing he could do. And so, silent as a mouse, the boy crawled under the wagon. Out there, the bandits were circling Hiko-san, grinning like it was the best game ever.

Then Hiko-san took a step forward and the standstill broke.

The bandits attacked him.

_Oh no… not Hiko-san, too!_

The boy hadn't really wanted to think about what had happened earlier at the slave caravan massacre. He had wanted to forget it, really. For him, seeing blood wasn't all that scary. It was just like red water. But then he saw the bandit who had mocked Hiko-san fall in pieces, just like the one on the moonlight clearing of the massacre night.

And suddenly, the smell of blood rushed over him –

S_creaming slave girls, desperate escape from the bandits that surrounded the caravan. / Screaming, shouting, panting. / Trying to run with Kasumi, scary men following them. / Akane falling down with twisted leg and Sakura stopping to help. / The almost-older-sisters trying to protect him… the scary man lifting Kasumi by her hair… Kasumi pleading him to live… live. Shinta. _

_Live. Shinta. _

_Live. _

_Live. For her. Live._

KENSHIN!

Hiko-san was shaking him by the shoulders, shouting something. His dark eyes were narrowed and the white cloak had blood staining it.

It was silent.

_Oh._

They were in the middle of the road.

There was the wagon and the ox…. and old man Asano, frowning…

"Put the boy on to the back," Asano growled. "We need to move out."

And Hiko-san lifted him like a shaky broken toy and laid him down at the back of the wagon.

"Stay here and try to breathe, boy. It was just a memory."

And then the wagon started moving and the boy curled on his side, searched for his top. Finding it, he breathed in deep and clutched it tight in his hands.

"A memory..?"

* * *

><p>When the boy woke up it was dark and his head was hurting really bad, like something was constantly hitting his forehead right behind his eyes. Taking his time to open his eyes, he noticed that Kasumi's top was still in his hands. Feeling it gave him a sense of reality. He knew now where he was; in the back of the merchant wagon on his way to Hiroshima. He wasn't alone, no. He was travelling with Hiko-san, who had promised to teach him sword fighting.<p>

They were protecting old and mean Asano-san.

The pounding hurt in his head was growing fainter, but he didn't feel like sitting up. It was warm here. Oh, there was a blanket thrown over him.

It really wasn't all that bad, so the boy just snuggled closer into the blanket and laid there in the dark. Slowly, he began to hear voices, old man Asano and Hiko-san talking like they had been every night. He could almost hear what they said. Hurting like this, he didn't feel like moving, but his curiosity was rising. Straining his ears, he tried to focus more... No. No clear words that he could recognize, just a steady mumble.

_What would Hiko-san talk about?_

Adults spoke differently to each other, he knew. Maybe Hiko-san would speak of the things the boy wanted to know, too? Like about swords and using them? The few times he had talked with Hiko-san had been mostly about himself and that wasn't interesting at all.

_…And I know so little about him still. _

Now was the first time the boy had a chance to listen in to Hiko-san talking to someone.

He really wanted to. The other night when there had been an opportunity for it, old man Asano had sent him away to do chores. Now, though, there was a perfect chance and the boy couldn't make out any specific words. Dismayed, he asked the spirit-friend if it knew how they could listen in better.

It sent back a confusing bundle of feelings. Helping. Asking. Willingness to help. Him?

'You want to help me, but can't?' The boy frowned.

Cold feel – no. Wanting to help. Asking. Agreeing. Giving permission..?

'I need to let you help me?'

Petting agreement.

How could he do that? Besides, what was stopping the spirit from helping if it wanted? Perhaps… yes, it made sense; the only time the spirit had been able to talk had been when the boy had first talked to it. So now there had to be something stopping it.

Pausing, he tried to feel the spirit and now that he was looking for it, he noticed it.

_Huh? There is something between us. _

_A wall? _

_How can I remove it? _

The boy tried to push it, but it wouldn't move. It seemed to be really sturdy.

But did he have to remove the whole thing? It should be easier to just make a hole and he was good at digging. So, again, he felt the wall between them and now felt odd ridges. It was like the wall was built from layers and layers of things piled on top of each other. He didn't know what the things were, but did try to pick at one.

_The warmth of mother hugging him really tightly._

The boy let go in surprise. What..?

Tried again.

And the same feeling flooded over him. It felt so good, almost like he was back at home before the sickness. Stunned, he lifted it and moved it to the side, next to the spot where he was digging a whole. Then, gingerly, he touched the second thing and felt: _father smiling at me in approval, when I showed him the bucket full of weeds that I picked from the garden._

The boy could almost cry. He had no words of how much he had missed these feelings, the feeling of belonging to a family, of people liking him, smiling at him. Of people actually looking and seeing him.

Should he touch these things? What were they? Why were they there?

Maybe they were supposed to be there?

The boy turned to lie on his back. It was so dark, probably close to midnight. Thoughtfully, he touched the top in his hands and fiddled with it. _Why were those things separating the spirit-friend from me? And why do they hold good memories in them?_

He really wanted to feel those feelings locked in the things that made the wall. Just a simple touch and for a moment he hadn't felt so bad and alone. But then again, if he could dig a hole in the wall, maybe the spirit-friend could speak to him better?

Maybe it could even talk to him while they were travelling again?

These last days, he had been so lonely… and that scary memory thing, whatever it had been. He had been so scared. He hadn't even known that memories could be like that. How had it happened? What caused it? Would it happen again? Hopefully not, it had been horrible. He desperately wanted to talk about it with someone.

The murmuring of men's talk continued in the background. Probably it would be okay if he would go and ask Hiko-san about those memories. After all, the swordsman quite often answered the questions he asked, and he _had known_ that the boy had seen memories. So, Hiko-san would be a good person to ask.

But old mean Asano was there, too, and he didn't like the boy at all.

Suddenly, going to talk to the men lost all its appeal.

It was warm and nice here, and he had his blanket and his top. In any case, the spirit-friend had been with him the longest, had helped him the most. It was always there, ready and willing to help.

Thinking about it like that, it really wasn't any decision at all.

So, the boy started digging a hole in the wall between him and the spirit. Touching the things the wall was built of was nice, for they were always warm and comforting. Just for those he would have done this. And knowing that it would help the spirit-friend?

It made it even better.

But no matter his enthusiasm, the work was slow going and for some reason, experiencing the nice good feelings and memories holed in the wall were making him tired. The further he dug, the harder it became to lift and pile the things. But then it was finally done, and the boy stepped back, allowing the spirit-friend's coldness to flow in a trickle through the hole.

He was rewarded by the petting comfort feeling and it was stronger than ever before.

'Good boy.'

The boy smiled, delighted and thought to the spirit, 'You can talk again!'

'Yes.'

Satisfaction flooding over him, the boy smiled. 'Good.'

For the longest time, he had wished to talk to the spirit properly again, but he hadn't known how. But now it was clear that it had been because of the wall between them.

_Huh. I really need to do something about it then, _he thought sleepily and yawned deeply. _But later… when I am not this tired. _

Suddenly, heavy steps crunched on sand.

_What..? _

_I know those steps, but _–_ Oh. _The murmuring sounds of the men's conversation had stopped, and he hadn't even noticed!

A tall familiar shape came out of the darkness.

"Are you alright, boy?"

He nodded warily and rubbed his eyes clear. It didn't help much with his tiredness, but this was important. "What happened? I saw the bandit on the road die."

Hiko-san nodded grimly. "I killed a few, but the rest ran away like the vermin they are, losing their courage." The disdainful scoff followed and told him loud and clear what Hiko-san thought of cowards. "You were screaming pretty loudly. What did you remember?"

Briefly, the boy wondered what he should tell. Not his feelings towards his almost-a-family, it was his pain. But, the rest, well, it wasn't like Hiko-san hadn't seen it. "That night, and Kasumi-san dying."

"Hmmm." Hiko-san looked away, rubbed his chin like he was thinking.

"It will probably happen again."

"Why?"

"When you see things that affect you strongly, your mind may bring those moments back and force you to relive them. It may happen anytime, but it's more likely when events of similar nature occur. It's not very pleasant, but not something to be discouraged over, either. It happens; you face it and grow stronger because of it." The swordsman's voice sounded almost kind. "Use it to remind yourself of why you must get stronger, and what you want to protect."

It was just like Hiko-san to use all those difficult words that the boy didn't understand, especially on a topic that actually mattered a lot. He almost wanted to ask more, but Hiko-san looked somewhat odd and his ki–

_It doesn't feel cold at all? _The boy's mouth fell slightly open in amazement and he stared at the swordsman… and slowly nodded. This was the first time he had ever felt Hiko to feel nearly _warm_. He didn't want to ruin it with any questions that would surely only to annoy the swordsman.

Then Hiko-san patted his shoulder and it felt so very good. In that brief touch there was pride, acceptance, comfort, even caring. Perhaps it meant that Hiko-san didn't think badly of him..?

"Get some more sleep, Kenshin. We will head out early tomorrow."

This time the boy couldn't help the smile that rose to his lips. And watching the swordsman leave, he didn't feel so bad and alone anymore. How could he? The spirit-friend could talk now. Hiko-san didn't feel so cold. And most important of it all, he had called the boy _by his name._

Everything would be okay.

The top in hand, he snuggled deeper into his blanket and slept.

* * *

><p><em>Edited first by Chie in 2013, then again 28.5.2015 by BelovedStranger<em>


	7. There can be only one

**Chapter 6. There can be only one**

The next day was almost perfect for traveling; the sun was warm and the road was all the way downhill. It was really easy to walk like that, almost like they were running. What made it even better was that old man Asano was busy driving the wagon and Hiko-san walked ahead, leaving the boy alone to walk next to the wagon and practice his new way of talking with his spirit-friend.

It didn't take him long to realize that whatever the things the wall had been built of had been digging a hole had been a great idea. Talking with the spirit like this was almost like talking with a normal person. No longer did he have to keep figuring out what the spirit-friend was trying to say with the emotions, pictures and memories.

No, now it could explain things to him instead.

Not that the spirit understood things any better than him, but now the two of them could learn and compare their views. Their discussions, for instance, had made it clear that the spirit-friend found the living memory thing that had attacked the boy yesterday a really bad thing.

The boy hadn't liked it either, but they _both_ had agreed that it was a good reminder of why they needed to get stronger. Neither of them wanted to be helpless anymore and if anything, yesterday — when they had been hiding under the carriage, shutting their eyes and hoping for the best — they had been useless to everyone.

Another thing they had in common was that the spirit didn't like the old man Asano, either. But its dislike went deeper and it wanted to do mean things to the old merchant to pay back for all the nasty looks, words and bossy commands, for treating them like they were still a slave. And while the boy agreed it would be pretty funny to see the old man Asano curse nettles and burs in his underclothes or to have him fish out mud from his socks, he wasn't sure they should do that.

He didn't want to be a bad boy.

And now that Hiko-san had finally called him by his name, talked to him like he would speak to another person worth respecting, he really couldn't do anything to disappoint the swordsman. _Besides, if I am good enough,_ _maybe Hiko-san will notice it and begin teaching us how to use the sword already?_

The spirit, on the other hand, was of the opinion that he should ask the older man about the lessons, demand him to start teaching the two of them.

_But it would be rude to question the way Hiko-san does things…_ _And maybe he has a reason for not teaching us yet?_

* * *

><p>When they stopped for the night and made camp, old man Asano put the boy to fetching things again. Somehow though, it was even more annoying now as it seemed like the merchant wanted to convince Hiko-san of something. The boy frowned, noting the intent look of the merchant's eyes and the swordsman's oddly cautious ki.<p>

Yes, they would talk about the important things tonight.

Hiko-san's coldness felt almost like it had been before the living memory when he had faced those bandits and listened their mocking. Itwas almost like it was telling them,_ 'State me your piece and I will make my decision by it'_.

However, the merchant's behavior worried the boy more. Even the spirit-friend thought his manner odd, definitely something they should pay attention to. But the way old man Asano ordered them to do chores, kept them out of the way…

It seemed like a different approach would be needed.

So after the evening meal, instead of trying to join the older men's company by the fire, the boy took his blanket and made his bed next to the wagon, quite a distance away from them. Their murmur was barely audible, and he couldn't recognize any words, but it still should be close enough for what spirit-friend had suggested last night.

The boy laid on his back, clutching Kasumi's top tightly in his hands to calm his nerves, and then got down to business with the spirit. 'How can we hear better?'

'What the boy hears with?' a hesitant, faint whisper asked.

'The ears,' he answered, feeling a bit confused. Didn't everyone know this? But then again, the spirit had lived in a rock before…

'What does one feel like to the boy?'

'Cold.'

That was the best way he had of describing the slippery flow of the spirit living inside him, but still he was at loss as to why his friend wanted to know this now of all times. But then the spirit reached out to poke at one of his memories: _the feeling of coldness flowing from the ugly stone to the boy, trickling through his hand like a stream of water _–

His eyes widening in surprise, he could only gasp as realization stuck. 'Oh! You mean I can push your coldness to my ears like that? And it will help us hear better?'

The petting comfort feeling.

_That would be so great! Imagine the things I could learn like that._ The boy grinned in this worked, old man Asano couldn't stop him from hearing important things ever again! And more importantly, he and spirit could learn more of Hiko-san, to understand him better and make sure they could actually trust him…

_Yes, I definitely need to learn this trick!_

These thoughts in mind, the boy searched for the feeling of coldness inside him again. He still couldn't touch the spirit's coldness on the other side of the wall, but whatever had streamed through the hole in the wall to his side should be fair game. It took no time at all to find the odd sensation in the form of a small floating droplet and he reached to touch it –

_…Huh, it's almost like touching water._

_But how should I move it? _The boy frowned in concentration, and tried to push it. However, the droplet just gave way and flowed around his touch. A couple tries later, he realized he might have a problem. No matter from which direction he pushed, how little force he used, the coldness would break and flow around him like water before reforming back to a single drop.

_But wait _–_ water! The coldness does look like water, and it feels like water, so maybe…_

Back when he had had his family, he and his brothers had loved playing with water. During those summer days after harsh rains, the three of them had spent hours and hours drawing small ditches in the mud to guide the water downhill. It had been really interesting to see the water flowing quickly, gathering into large puddles and going where they directed it.

_Oh, but that's it!_

The petting agreement.

He couldn't draw ditches inside himself nor were his ears located downhill. But the coldness was not water and it didn't necessarily _need_ to move downhill. No, because no matter how much force he had used, the droplet always became one. So if he led the coldness little by little…

_Yes, it does follow me. _

It took some trying, but after a while the boy learned to guide the coldness towards his ears. And finally it was near there, and he led just a trickle of coldness in…

_AH! Every sound is so loud!_ _It hurts!_

The crackling of the fire was like thunderstorm in his ears, and old man Asano's voice boomed like giants. **"…didn't know that you were the famous White Death –"**

The clattering buzz of cicadas was like a banging iron pot around his head, the hoot of an owl seemed closer to a demon's shriek from fairytales. The boy shielded his ears with his hands, but of course it didn't help at all.

It hurt so badly! Everything was so loud, too loud to bear!

**"…I am hardly a person of importance. No, nothing more than a wanderer…"**

The spirit sent him a distressed feeling, but somehow it made everything feel even_ worse! _Like the simple emotion put more coldness into his ears!

The fire crackled, and the crunch of someone's feet on gravel felt like it gnawed on the last of his endurance.

**_"_****…the foreigners are not good for…"**

A small cry escaped the boy's lips, and he whimpered, trying desperately to keep breathing, to control the pain. He needed to guide the coldness away. Now!

The buzzing and crackling worsened, and tears stinging in his easy, he gasped for breath.

**"…Hiten Mitsurugi style is a…"**

The droplet gathering in his ears was slippery and kept escaping his frantic touches, but the pain was growing worse and he needed to draw it away! _Away, right now, I gotta get it away…_

_Yes, it's almost there!_

The moment the coldness left his ears, it was like someone had wrapped him inside muffling blankets and the overwhelming noises stopped immediately. His eyes wild with shock, he panted harshly as if he had been running for his life.

But slowly, as the pain turned into an ache and the muffling cocoon eased off to a sense of normalcy, a triumphant smile tugged at the corners of his lips. _It worked! It really did work just like the spirit said!_

_Now, let's do it again!_

The spirit sent a feeling of hesitation, of worry.

_I got it to work and we did hear better! _he insisted with a shake of his head. He smirked proudly. 'It doesn't matter that it hurt. No, I will do it better this time!'

A feeling of giving up, a fond warmth and then, finally, the petting comfort feeling.

* * *

><p>The air smelt slightly of salt.<p>

It was weird and it kept reminding the boy of something, like a distant memory tingling just out of reach, one that he really should remember. He didn't have any idea why it felt familiar, and after a while he tried to focus on other things. Now that they had reached the lowlands, the road had evened out and all around them the wind kept shaking the treetops. Worse, however, was that the dampness in the air made every gust feel like it was already winter even though it wasn't, not yet.

The road was wide and flat, and it was really easy to walk on it – and they weren't the only people traveling, either. Every now and then they would see passersby, men travelling alone, families traveling together and other merchant wagons pulled by horses or oxen.

Last night the boy had stayed up late to practice hearing better with the coldness. It was really tricky to get the trickle of slippery droplet to be small enough to be useful because he had come to notice that hearing too well made it just as impossible to make out words properly, just like as hearing badly did.

He had tried to continue practicing while walking, but it seemed to be even more complicated than talking with his friend with memories and feelings had been. And after he had stumbled in inattention, old man Asano had looked at him like he was something really nasty and smelly.

The boy hadn't continued trying after that.

However, looking at the people travelling the road and commenting on them with his friend became a new game to pass the time. Off course, the spirit still didn't like people, but it was willing to try to figure out things with him.

So the boy watched the people and showed the spirit the things he found interesting, like the man wearing a funny hat. He didn't know what it was made of, some reed like stuff, he guessed. But even though it looked weird, it would probably keep the sun out of his eyes and rain away from his hair. So after a moment's consideration, he decided that it would be a really nice hat to wear.

The spirit thought they should try to take it.

He disagreed, just as he had learned to do early on. The spirit usually had stupid ideas and it wanted to do a lot of things that the bad boys did. And no matter how he had tried to teach it to be better, every now and then the spirit would still suggest these weird thoughts to him.

Then he noticed a family was walking past them. There was a father, mother… and son. And a bundle strapped to the mother's back, so a small one there, too. But somehow, seeing them travelling together, just like his own family could have before everything had gone wrong, it hurt.

The boy looked aside, trying to ignore the painful reminder. Inhaling softly, he raised his gaze to look ahead at the wide back of Hiko-san walking ahead of them.

_No, I'm not alone anymore._

_And even if it hurts now… maybe sometime in the future, it won't hurt at all?_

The spirit sent him the petting comfort feeling.

'Thanks,' he acknowledged his friend's effort. And strangely, just the knowledge that someone cared made him feel better.

Another merchant wagon passed them, this one pulled by a horse. He hadn't seen many of them and instantly he perked up in curiosity. The horse was very big, its dark long hair was slightly curly and brown coat looked fuzzy. In particular, its white marked nose seemed soft, just begging to be petted.

The boy smiled wishfully, admiring the animal from a distance. However, all of sudden he noted the man walking beside it with two swords on his hip.

_A samurai guard?_

The man's hair was pulled up and he seemed really serious. _Maybe he is like Hiko-san and he is keeping an eye out for the bandits?_

However, his curious ponderings came to a jerking halt when the man noted him in turn and paused to stare. The samurai's dark eyes narrowed, and he covered the hilt of his sword with his hand… but after a moment, he let go and grimaced in distaste, spitting on the ground and grumbled harshly, "Foreigner scum."

All the tiny hairs at the back of the boy's neck were standing up and the shivers of fear surged through his spine as he slipped away, circling to the old man Asano's wagon from behind to walk on the other side. But when he finally managed to calm his racing heart a bit, he frowned and asked his spirit-friend, 'What's with that foreigner thing?'

'Don't know,' it thought to him, and added a feeling of confusion.

'And that spitting…' The boy felt quite insulted, really.

'Rude,' the spirit agreed, and send him an image of tripping someone in the mud.

'Oh, I wish…' He smiled and countered the suggestion with a memory of how he had slipped a frog into second eldest brother's bedroll.

The spirit sent him a warm feeling, one that felt a bit like a smile and sent pictures of one prank after another and the boy really couldn't help laughing.

Soon, they were eagerly exchanging ideas of what to do to the rude samurai.

All of their suggestions were quite mean, but the little pranks wouldn't hurt anyone, not badly at least. And more importantly, it was really nice to play like this with the spirit.

_It's almost like making up pranks with my older brothers. They, too, would have liked some of these trickier plans._

* * *

><p>Old man Asano and Hiko-san decided to stop again when the sun was setting. The old merchant led the ox to eat the grass from the roadside and the boy was given the task of fetching water for the rice. Hiko-san made the fire and cooked dinner with a pointed scowl on his face, while old man Asano settled to enjoy the warmth of the fire.<p>

And like yesterday night, the boy left again to his bed roll straight after the meal – he was on a mission.

Like usual, the men didn't care what he did, but started their conversation in the background.

So after he settled into a good position on his bedroll, the boy started to lead the coldness to his ears again. To prevent yesterday's mishaps from using too much, he had thought of an idea while traveling. What if he led the coldness to pool just at the edge of his ears, and then guided just a little bit inside to enhance his hearing?

Frowning in concentration, he carefully separated just a tiny drop and then…

The wind rustled in the treetops, the fire crackled loudly and suddenly old man Asano's voice boomed, alike he was shouting. "I cannot help but to tell you again, Seijuuro-san, how impressed I was with that Hiten-thing you performed to destroy the road blockade. A pile of solid tree trunks, and with one move all were blown into shingles."

The boy grinned in exhilaration. _Yes, this is exactly what I wanted to hear!_

"It was Hiten Mitsurugi Ryu: Doryusen. Yes, it is an impressive attack."

_Huh, that's Hiko-san, but why does he sound bored? _The boy frowned in thought. The swordsman's deep voice had an edge of annoyance to it, not exactly like he was about to lose his temper, but…

"So it is! And that foreigners' child you have… you say he is to be your student? Are you…"

And suddenly the muffling silence was back, and he nearly yelped in surprise. No! The coldness had run out too soon! And just when they were about to talk about him, too!

_No!_

So it didn't matter that the trick with the coldness had left his ears feeling sensitive, like hands scrubbed raw with sand. No, because he had to hear this!

_Quickly!_

And he drew another drop of coldness to his ears.

"…I thought at first that the boy was your servant. A new one, or… forgive me, but those rags, bad manners and his unruly behavior…"

"I know what you thought. The boy is a new to me, yes."

"But surely a fine sword master like you should have a better student? Perhaps someone taller, stronger… a proper Japanese boy? I happen to have a fourth son of suitable age…"

The silence that muffled the voices hit him again, and the boy panted frantically, his eyes wild with panic. _Old man Asano has a son he wants Hiko-san to train, too?_

_What if Hiko-san would rather have Asano's son? Maybe the reason why he hasn't yet started training me is because he isn't happy with me? Maybe he is already thinking of taking an apprentice that is taller and stronger?_

_No! No, no, this can't be happening! _The boy shuddered and wrapped his arms around himself in a desperate imitation of a hug. The spirit sent him the petting comfort feeling, but it didn't help him to calm down at all. _No, this is too horrible!_

_We will get to Hiroshima in just a few days, and Hiko-san needs money! What if he decides to sell me and take Asano's son as his student instead?_

_No, Hiko-san wouldn't do that. He couldn't! _the boy tried to tell himself, forcing himself to remember how the swordsman had accepted him, called him by his name, healed his hands – how he had even felt warm just a few days ago!

_It simply can't be true! It can't! _The boy shook his head, as if to keep away from the horrible thoughts. It didn't help, nothing could. So even though his ears were already aching from using coldness so much, so fast, he dragged the slippery coldness to his ears.

"…Hiten Mitsurugi style is a demanding style and only a few are even suitable candidates to practice it. What's more, the tradition and practicalities demand that it is only passed from Master to one student in the generation. The line has continued unbroken since the era of civil wars and I have no intention of breaking it."

"My son Hideyoshi is a dedicated student, a smart lad, truly. Reads and writes beautifully. He is polite, too, has impeccable manners and he knows his place – you wouldn't have to deal with any back talk. Choosing him as your apprentice wouldn't bring any disrespect to your honorable sword style's great legacy."

"The sword of Mitsurugi is too powerful to teach to just anyone."

The silence was like shutting him inside a muffled box and throwing away the key. There was something lodging in his throat and it was difficult to breathe. His ears ached badly, but it didn't matter. No, because his heart was racing like a rabbit's and he felt like he was dying.

Old man Asano's boy was that good? He knew his manners, knew how to read and write and on top of that he was even smart?

_…How can I compete against that?_

No one had ever praised him for being smart, not even his own family. And he didn't know any of the other things Asano-san had listed either! Why had Hiko-san decided to keep him? It didn't make any sense! Just what did Hiko-san want from his student?

Without even pausing to hesitate, he led the rest of the coldness to his ears.

"…I am willing to compensate you for teaching my Hideyoshi your craft. How about twenty Koku for every year of teaching? It would be a handsome pay truly – worth a true master of the craft."

"I think…"

Suddenly a sharp pain stabbed his ears and the boy cried out in panicked distress. There was something wet flowing down to his neck and he pressed his hands to his ears in desperate attempt to ease the pain and curled to his side.

It didn't work at all!

The pain kept stabbing him repeatedly, like someone was shoving chopsticks in his ears. Oh god, how it hurt! The boy cried out softly and curled up tightly, trying to keep breathing and ride out the waves of pain.

It took an eternity, but somehow the stabbing pain lessened and lessened, until it was almost bearable. His arms shaking, he pushed himself to sit up weakly and finally realized that there was something sticky on his hands. Holding out a hand, he sniffed at it… and then licked the odd wetness.

It was blood.

_Huh. How can ears bleed? I have never seen anyone bleeding from their ears… _Dazedly, he pressed the fabric of his wide sleeves to his ears and mopped away the blood. The trickle had nearly stopped, but his ears ached terribly. And now that his heart wasn't trying to jump out of his chest anymore in frenzied panic, he felt really, really tired.

It was difficult to keep his eyes open, and he yawned widely. Every movement hurt, but it didn't matter because he was too tired to think, to do anything, so he curled up on his side, felt the top hidden inside the pocked of his sleeves and then he knew no more.

* * *

><p>It was perhaps no surprise that the boy woke up screaming. The memory of Ine-sama selling him had been so clear in the dream, just like it had happened right before his eyes and he sat up, panting heavily, feeling all slimy and wet.<p>

Trying to calm down his racing heart, he glanced down and lifted the corner of his blanket, only to see wetness. Oh god, he had wet the bed! His eyes wide in shock and his shoulder shaking, he took a hiccupping inhale.

_No, no, this can't be happening. Not now!_

He didn't have other clothes, no other blanket. Hiko-san was already planning to get rid of him and old man Asano hated him.

He felt like crying.

Sniffling, he buried his face in his hands. The last time this had happened, it had been a long, long time ago, back when his mother had been alive. She had just hugged him close and together they had gone to wash his soiled bedding and clothes. But afterwards, his brothers had mocked him and called him "baby," when they had figured out why his bedroll was lain down to dry.

_No, no… what should I do? Mother is dead!_

He couldn't bother Hiko-san, not with this… Because his mother had been his mother and she had loved him no matter how stupid he had been or how much he had cried. But Hiko-san wouldn't ever want him as a student if he knew this.

_No, no one can know this, but what –_

The petting comfort feeling interrupted his fretting, followed by images of a lake, of washing cloth, the rising sun. Then, a sense of urgency.

Spirit-friend was right, the boy realized, and took a deep breath. _Yes, that's what we should do. _

There was water close to them, too. He had admired it yesterday evening when the road had taken them next to a big lake with more water than the eye could see. So he swallowed, gathered his bedroll into his arms and sneaked off to the shore.

The smell of salt was stronger there.

The morning was cold and clammy and the sky was filled with gray clouds so heavy that the sun couldn't be seen through them. And when he got to the waterfront and started washing his bedding, the water felt funny to his hands, and so very cold. It was colder than the well water back in the mountains had ever been!

But it didn't matter, because it was water and it had to work! Hurriedly, he scrubbed his bedding with sand, wrung it as dry as he could and laid it on the water beaten rocks on the shore. Then, even though he was already shivering and his skin become an odd blue shade, he stripped out of his damp hakama pants and washed them, too.

His shirt didn't feel wet, but his sleeves had red stains in them.

_…Oh, the blood, _he gulped in half-veiled panic.

No, Hiko-san shouldn't know that either. After all, what could he say if the swordsman asked where he had gotten the red stains? Nothing, not if he wanted to keep the spirit-friend a secret.

So he washed his face and mopped the side of his neck to be safe. The morning light's reflection on the water's surface mirrored enough for him to see that there wasn't that much blood.

_Only very little. _He frowned judiciously._ It couldn't have been a_ _bad wound, then._

His teeth clattered madly when he finally stepped out of the water. While the freezing water had been bad enough, somehow the slight gust of wind made it even worse. However, when he knelt to pick up the wet bundle in his arms, something lodged into his throat and he realized there was no way he could get his clothes to dry out here.

Suddenly, a sound of heavy steps crunched behind him.

_Oh no. _The boy turned to look around in panicked disbelief. _No. This can't be happening. No –_

"Odd time to wash your clothing," Hiko-san remarked dryly.

_What can I do? Should I try to hide what happened?_

'Lie,' the spirit whispered.

_But mother told me to never lie! She said that only bad boys lied!_ _What should I do? There are no good choices at all!_ And_ s_uddenly, a hiccup escaped from his lips and he just blurted it out. "I wet the bed!"

Immediately he dropped his gaze to his toes, feeling more ashamed than ever before. It hurt, because he knew he had just destroyed every chance of gaining Hiko-san's approval…

"I see."

The awkward silence echoed the swordsman's words.

The boy didn't dare look at him and it felt like the horrifying silence just stretched on and on. But then, finally, Hiko-san said in an odd voice, "I will start breakfast. We will move out when Asano wakes up."

The crunching of sand and stones ended the conversation, and swallowing the boy glanced up from between his lashes and saw the swordsman walking away, his white cape flapping in the wind.

_Huh…_

_That's it? He didn't yell, didn't lash out… nothing. Just what does that mean? _The boy frowned in though, returning once more to wringing his clothes a bit dryer. It didn't escape him that the swordsman's coldness hadn't budged a bit, feeling the same as it always had. Hiko-san hadn't called him by his name, either. He just left quickly, without really saying anything.

_If anything, it's like he was embarrassed too_… The boy swallowed dryly, trying not to remember how his brothers had reacted when they had been shamed. It was even worse!

'What if it means that Hiko-san hates us now?'

'Ask,' the spirit suggested.

_But what if asking will make him even angrier? _the boy thought helplessly, the weight of the unknown continuing to pile on his shoulders. However, the spirit had a point, because he needed to know and this was important.

So nodding just once, he conceded to the suggestion. After all, if Hiko-san was already angry with him, getting him angrier wouldn't matter much.

_Yes, I'll ask him._

_Besides, didn't he say that old man Asano is still sleeping?_ _So really, now is the perfect chance to ask if I am Hiko-san's student or not._

_…And what Hiko-san plans to do in Hiroshima. _He gulped, but finally, with determination etched on his face, he gathered his wet clothing in his arms and headed back to camp. However, when he got there, Hiko-san didn't say a word to him, not even in greeting, just shoved a bowl of rice into his hands and took the wet bundle to hang out to dry near the fire.

The boy didn't even have a chance to do anything else than gape in befuddlement, because all of a sudden his stomach rumbled loudly, letting him know that he hadn't eaten in half a day. In a daze and badly out of balance, he settled to eat and tried to figure out how to ask the right things. After all, asking stupid things would only needlessly annoy Hiko-san. Swordsman didn't like talking with people, he knew, and so it made sense to ask only the most important questions.

Just as he was finally gathering courage to voice his questions, the blankets rustled at the side and a loud yawn came from Asano-san's direction.

"Ah! Breakfast is ready!"

_No! Why didn't the old man sleep longer?! _The boy bit his lip in disgruntlement. It wasn't like he could ask these things when Asano was there… To add salt to the wound, the merchant settled to sit next to Hiko-san as calm as he pleased, without even sparing the boy but his customary frown.

_Uh, maybe there will be a better moment tonight?_

* * *

><p>Travelling that day wasn't any better than the miserable morning had been. Not only had his pants not had any time to dry properly and he had to walk with the damp cloth clinging to his legs, feeling all nasty, but even worse was that when old man Asano had seen his wet clothes and blankets, it was like he had known with one look what had happened and he had looked at him like he was something dirty.<p>

The boy hadn't thought it was possible for him to feel any worse than he already did, but that poisonous look was thousand times worse than the heavy teasing his brothers had ever bestowed on him so long ago.

What struck the feeling even deeper, however, was the merchant's idle remark to Hiko-san. "A strong and capable lad, eh?"

Somehow, when he was so blatantly compared to Asano's son, of whom the merchant had so proudly boasted about to Hiko-san…

…_Just_ _why did Hiko-san take me with him, again?_

No matter how the boy had tried to figure out the answer to these troubles, to gain any understanding of the swordsman and his expectations, the less he understood.

Asano-san had a good and perfect boy, who was big and strong and smart and polite, and he was none of those things. After all, he didn't know much about anything; he was too small and weak to be useful. Even father had thought so before the sickness! And worse, he was different. People like that samurai spat at the sight of him.

The spirit-friend wasn't very helpful either. Maybe it was because it didn't see things like humans did, but it suggested that Asano had lied about his son. It kept saying that the boy shouldn't think so lowly of himself, that he would be a perfectly good student for Hiko-san.

It just showed that the spirit didn't understand anything, if it didn't even see how lacking he was!

Feeling sorry for himself, the boy didn't even bother watching the other travelers on the road. No, all his earlier excitement and curiosity was gone, buried under his worries. Every step he took felt harder to take. It really didn't help that just this morning at breakfast old man Asano had eagerly mentioned how happy he was to reach Hiroshima tomorrow.

No, he was running out of time.

And the longer he thought about it, the clearer it became that old Asano-san's perfect son would be a better student to Hiko-san. If he could realize it, so could Hiko-san and the swordsman had said it himself, there was only one master and one student of his sword style at one given time.

The fact was that Hiko-san didn't need him, and what did people do with the things they didn't need? It was like old Ine-sama, who had been given a child she didn't need… but she had needed money.

Just like Hiko-san.

There was something lodged in his throat, making it harder to breathe, and the boy hugged his arms around himself.

It didn't help, because his feet felt like lead and time was running out.

* * *

><p>The morning had been embarrassing and bad, the day full of doubts and fears. But now that they were at the evening meal and it was the last chance the boy would get to ask Hiko-san what he intended to do at Hiroshima.<p>

It was the question he needed to know more than anything else.

And even if it was rude, and he was nearly drowning in terror, he still felt like he owed something to Hiko-san. After all, the swordsman had taken him in, given him a name and cleaned his wounds. What was more, Hiko-san had given him his shirt to sleep in, even he didn't have a spare, and he had been something like a steady rock in the boy's life these past couple weeks when he had nothing and had been utterly lost.

So, for all those things the boy would trust Hiko-san once more and ask this one question, because he needed to know what was going to happen and even the spirit friend agreed with him.

It didn't matter that old man Asano was there and looked at him like he wasn't supposed to be there, bothering adults with his dirty presence.

_No, it doesn't matter because I don't have time to wait anymore. _The boy braced himself and asked hesitantly, "Hiko-san?"

"What is it, boy?" The swordsman raised his brow.

_He said boy _—_ not Kenshin. A boy._ _A boy is not a person… _He swallowed dryly, but didn't relent because this was important. "What are you going to do in Hiroshima?"

_There._

_I did it!_

Old man Asano's face twisted into an ugly scowl for the bad manners of a child speaking to an adult so directly. Even Hiko-san frowned at him, his ki dropping a shade colder, before he replied, "I am going to buy and restock supplies."

_I. Hiko-san said I, not we._ His heart beat madly in his chest; it was becoming harder to breathe and his hands shook.

_No. No, it isn't possible…_

"Supplies?" he managed to stutter. _Hiko-san is going to buy things. Buy. Buying needs money. Hiko-san doesn't have a lot of money._

"Food, clothing. The snowfall is coming."

The words were delivered coldly, dispassionately, and with them the boy's last hopes that it wasn't true just broke apart. _That's it. It's really going to happen… Hiko-san is really going to do exactly as Ine-sama did._

_No! I need to get away, now!_

"What a disrespectful lad! A fine sword master such as you, should…" Asano drawled, but the boy couldn't focus on the words from his panic.

No, what he said to get away from the campfire, the boy didn't know, but the next thing he noticed were his shaking hands struggling to tie the bedroll into a neat bundle for carrying. Thankfully, he had done it so many times that he managed it with only a few missteps, even in his frenzied state. The last of his food, the despised dried fish he had hoarded so carefully these weeks got packed inside the bedroll, too, and then he stopped to make sure he had his precious top and water jug.

_Yes, I have everything._

A final glance at the campfire where the men were murmuring felt like he lost his family again. But he needed to leave, quickly – before he would be sold again.

_No, don't think, just go! Now! _And with that, the boy slipped into the night.

* * *

><p>Hiko scowled at Asano, barely tolerating the old merchant's constant yapping. Distantly, the boy's ki felt distressed.<p>

_Just what on earth is going on with that kid?_

Thankfully, it wouldn't be long before they would be rid of the annoying old merchant. Hiko really didn't think he could stand to listen one night more about how perfect Asano's fourth son would be for sword training and how impressed the merchant was with him and his sword-style.

Honestly, Asano was like a salivating dog seeing a bone and trying to find a way to get it.

Of course, Hiko knew why the old man kept insisting; the strength of Hiten Mitsurugi swordsmanship was obvious to even a blind man and for a merchant family, such power would be useful beyond words. Especially as the boy offered for training was the _fourth _son, the one not needed for continuing family business and one too far in inheritance line to be of use for furthering the family unions.

Frankly, not only did he find such blatant opportunistic attitude disgusting, it also brought back memories best left forgotten. Still, there didn't seem to be a way to deter Asano tactfully and annoying or not, the old merchant was needed to pay for the completed job, so there wasn't much to be done about it.

During the travel time, Hiko had tried to stay as far away as possible from the old man, but at the mealtimes that hadn't been an option and he had been left with firm and polite refusals.

A hopeless task, truly.

It wouldn't have been such an issue but for the fact that dealing with Asano left the boy somewhat neglected. The lesser of two evils to be sure, but it was still detrimental to Hiko's plans for the boy.

Another such sour decision was allowing Asano to keep bossing his apprentice around to do chores. It would keep the boy lodged too deeply in his slavering obedience and wouldn't help him to develop independent thinking. But on the other hand, it worked well to keep the boy from listening to Asano's tedious and fairly insulting persuasions.

The old merchant's problem with the foreigners was a little bit over the top. However, it was a fairly common attitude, especially among the older folk, and at least Asano was tactful enough not to voice his issues in front of the boy. Gods only knew how the boy would take all that crap to heart, not being old enough yet to have learned to ignore such attitudes.

But what came to his apprentice, Hiko was becoming worried for his mental state.

The boy's trouble with sleeping was obvious, and even Asano couldn't snore uninterrupted through his nightmares. However, there was very little he could do about them but to let them pass on their own – it was how he dealt with his own nightly horrors, too.

But then there was that living memory after their encounter with the bandits, and now the boy was waking up screaming and wetting the bed… All this indicated clearly that the boy's issues were becoming a problem that needed to be resolved or at least dealt with.

However, Hiko was hopeful that the boy was becoming better. Today the boy had finally gathered the courage to initiate a conversation. A positive sign, one that he hadn't wanted to make a big deal of for fear of scaring the kid more, but it had been one of this miserable week's best developments. When the kid lost his courage halfway through, he hadn't been surprised and had let him retire early.

Staying behind, Hiko had been left to fight with the desire to strangle Asano because he couldn't see a polite way to excuse himself from the situation either. It was only sometime later that he calmed down and realized all of sudden that he couldn't feel the boy's familiar, softly flowing ki anywhere.

_What on earth?_

Asano was still yapping about training, his sons and swordsmanship.

"Quiet," Hiko ordered firmly. It was hard to focus through the constant noise, but even so he should be able to feel the boy's quiet spiritual aura from quite a distance…

Asano's mouth fell open in outrage, but he did fall silent.

_Good._

However, even a triple check later the results were still the same. Either the boy had suddenly developed an ability to mask his presence, a feat that even the skilled users of spiritual manipulation would be hard pressed to copy, or… he simply wasn't there.

Neitherof the options made any sense.

"I need to go check on the boy. Please, forgive me this rudeness." Though his tone was curt, he bowed slightly. His feelings aside, it would be rather stupid to anger his meal ticket when a little politeness could ease the way.

Taking his time, Hiko started by checking the surroundings of the merchant's wagon where the boy had taken to sleeping. The results were predictable; the kid was nowhere to be found and even more worryingly, the boy's bedroll was missing from the spot he recalled Kenshin leaving it.

What had happened?

No one had been near the camp, of that Hiko was absolutely sure of. It didn't matter how distracted or annoyed he had been, because he would have noticed any foreign presences nearing them, or at least heard or seen something suspicious. There hadn't been any sense of a fright from the boy either, just that general feeling of distress the boy always seemed to radiate.

So no, he hadn't slipped up in his guard duties, thank you very much. But what did that leave him with?

_Hmmm, but why would the boy leave out of his own volition? _Hiko frowned, and searched his memories for the evening. No, there hadn't been a single thing worth mentioning. The boy had been somewhat jumpier, yes, but it could have just as well been from the harsh night before and the morning episode with the bedwetting.

_Leaving now, especially now that we are nearly in Hiroshima – it makes no sense. No, damned if I am going let it to end like this. _

_I have to find the boy and get some answers! _

While it hadn't been long since Hiko had seen the kid, the boy couldn't have gone far with those short to, though? The kid couldn't be stupid enough to go into the woods, not at night. So that left the road; which way though?

To or away from Hiroshima?

_If I was distressed and running away, where would I go? _

_Away from the people, obviously. _Hikoscoffed. But the kid was not him, so where would the boy go?

_Dammit all to hell._

He couldn't even begin to guess, but there were only two choices. If could just figure out the kid's motives, picking the odds would be easy. But standing at the road, a grimace on his lips, he couldn't help thinking, _Have I_ _truly fallen so low? Playing guessing games without any facts?_

The odds, the motives… none of it mattered. He was fast and checking both directions was well within his capabilities.

* * *

><p>The boy was stumbling in the dark, his eyes wet with tears and he tried to keep breathing. And though he was a big boy and big boys didn't cry, it all felt so overwhelmingly bad.<p>

_My hopes, my dreams of not being alone…_

The spirit tried to comfort him, but for some reason its attempts made the boy feel even worse. Right now, comfort was the _last_ thing he wanted.

No, right now all he wanted was to be alone.

_Alone._

Alone, so that no one could try to sell him. It couldn't hurt so much to be alone either, and he wouldn't have to see how people didn't like him.

Falling every now and then in the darkness, he trudged forward as fast as he could away from Hiroshima. The thick clouds didn't let much moonlight shine through, but it didn't matter. He hurt too much to be scared of the dark anymore.

How long he had been walking he couldn't say, but all of sudden he heard footsteps behind him and then a familiar sensation of coldness.

_No! _Thunderstruck, he stopped. Throat gone dry, he swallowed thickly. Then, not daring to turn around to look behind him, he said, "I won't be sold again."

A silence was his only answer.

"Never again. Even if…" he hiccupped, "even if you need money to buy things for winter, and you can get a better student in Asano's son."

"So that was it, huh," Hiko's deep voice remarked blandly. The boy didn't know what it meant, but then the swordsman continued. "Why do you think that I would take Asano's son as my student?"

Squeezing his eyes shut, the boy didn't turn around. For some reason, it felt easier to talk like this. "Because he is bigger and stronger and smarter. Polite. Obedient. He knows how to read and write –"

Pausing to draw a deep breath, he continued even more frantically, "I heard Asano-san! His son is so much better than me! And he is not ugly and weird like me! Asano's son is not a _foreigner_!" The last word he spat out just like he would say a bad word.

It felt good to say those things out loud and get them off his chest.

"Huh."

_Just what does that mean? Why can't Hiko-san make any sense?! Surely he should do or say or yell something? This quietness is horrible! _Gods, how badly the boy wanted to speak bad words, or to yell at the swordsman just to fill this silence. But still, even after everything, he simply couldn't be angry at Hiko-san.

_I just don't know what to do!_

However, it had felt good to speak his thoughts out loud, so he continued, "I understand why you would rather take Asano's son as your student. I won't think badly of you for it. But just… please, let me go. Don't sell me!"

"You are an idiot, Kenshin," Hiko-san finally said.

His mouth gaping wide open, the boy couldn't help but to stare ahead blankly, feeling numb all over. _'Idiot.'_ _Idiot is a bad word. But, but Hiko-san said my name..?_

"You think too much, but don't think enough to ask. You assume and let your fears guide you."

_…What?_

"I am not going to sell you. I am not going to take Asano's son as my student." Hiko-san scoffed, and his ki started to feel slightly warmer. "The Hiten Mitsurugi style is only used by two, the master and the student. The second time I met you, I told you that I will teach you."

And even if his heart was beating rabbit fast, every word Hiko-san spoke made it easier to breathe.

"I am Hiko Seijuuro the 13th. I will honor my word. I have no need to lie."

Suddenly, a step crunched behind him and he looked over his shoulder, only to see Hiko-san walking towards him. The moonlight shone brightly one the swordsman's white cloak and made him look like a spirit or a demon from the children's tales. "I claimed you, boy – gave you a name. You are Kenshin, my student and I won't let you go."

It was like the truth in those words broke something in the boy, and he sniffled. Taking a step, another, and then nothing mattered anymore and he ran to Hiko-san, and hugged the swordsman's legs with all his strength.

Hiko-san let him cry, patting his back a few times, before stroking his hair.

It felt good to cry.

* * *

><p>When all of his tears had fallen, he let go of Hiko-san's legs and dried his eyes with his sleeve.<p>

"You alright, boy?"

Swallowing, he bit his lip before coming to a resolution and hesitantly asked, "Kenshin. My name is Kenshin. You gave it to me. Could you use it, please?"

It was rather rude to demand something like that, and he didn't dare look up, just waited in silence. However, Hiko-san didn't feel cold or angry, and after a moment he risked a covert look up through his lashes. The swordsman's brow was raised in question, and the boy cringed, trying to explain. "People who are respected have names. Slaves don't. No one but mother and Kasumi has called me by my name. Old Ine-sama didn't."

He paused to take a deep breath, but because Hiko-san didn't feel angry yet, he felt a little bit surer and offered, "I will call you whatever you want me to call you, but I want to be called by my name in return."

Suddenly, a loud scoff echoed in the air.

"Traditionally, the student calls his teacher master," the swordsman rumbled. "Kenshin."

Looking up, a hopeful smile beginning to tug at his lips, he watched Hiko-san shake his head and turn around to walk away.

_Hiko-san… No, master._

Then the boy, no… Kenshin, said it out loud, tasting the words. "Yes, master."

_Yes, it feels right._

* * *

><p><em>Edited first by Chie in 2013, then rewritten completely in June 2015 and edited 11.7.2015 by BelovedStranger<em>


	8. Out of the frying pan into the fire

**Chapter 7. Out of the frying pan into the fire**

They arrived at the city of Hiroshima the next day.

Kenshin had never seen so many people in the same place before, and at first, he was a bit overwhelmed. However, not too long after his natural curiosity in new things won over. However, no matter how rude staring was, Master just told him to stay close and even answered the occasional question without much grumbling.

When they arrived to old man Asano's house, the merchant paid the wage as promised. However, before they had managed to take their leave, old man Asano had insisted on introducing his son, Hideyoshi, to Master. While the swordsman was polite during the introduction and short discussion, at the near end, he glanced from the corner of his eye at Kenshin and raised his brow in a silent question.

Hideyoshi was tall and strong, yes. He seemed like a nice person, in truth, and under other circumstances Kenshin would have been glad to befriend the boy. However, right at that moment, he felt terribly inadequate in comparison and couldn't help a staggering wave of pure jealousy sweeping over him like a thunderstorm.

_If I was tall and strong like Hideyoshi, I could have helped Kasumi, I wouldn't have been left alone, would never have been sold… _The bitter thoughts rose, and he looked to the side, trying to swallow down the taste of copper on his tongue. No, if all those horrors had to happen, then at least he wouldn't have to keep wondering why Master had chosen him as his only apprentice. Because no matter the swordsman's earlier speech about keeping his word, not needing to lie… It didn't make any more sense now than it had yesterday night.

But then again, maybe it didn't need to?

Master had acknowledged him, had chosen him and had kept his word_. _

And because of that, Kenshin paused to take a breath, then bit his lip and raised his gaze, battling through his own jealousy and uncertainty, carefully ignoring all the spirit friend's angry mutters and dark feelings towards Asano-san's son.

It must have been one of the most difficult things he had done, to nod in answer to Master's silent question.

To choose to trust, to ignore his fears.

But when they left the compound together, he started to breathe easier. Like with every step there was a weight lifting away from his shoulders.

It wasn't a long travel from there to the city proper, and as the first order of business, Master asked directions to a swordsmith. Kenshin tugged the swordsman's sleeve in silent question, not quite knowing how to ask with words. Thankfully, Master seemed to understand him just fine, and remarked dryly, "What else were you going to begin practicing with? A wooden stick? No. You will need a proper sword."

And that was that.

Now he was carrying a real sword tugged through his belt. It felt heavy and hit against his shin every now and then, especially when he turned too fast, or took a bit too long a step. To make it more awkward, it seemed to get tangled at his wide pant legs quite often and bump into things or people.

However, none of that mattered because it was _his_ sword and the best thing he had ever been given.

Though it had been bit strange how, at the smithy, the craftsman had been surprised to learn Master wanted to buy a real sword for him for some reason. It had taken some convincing, but the craftsman had finally relented to Hiko-san insistence and allowed them to test the blades until they found a suitable one _–_ an used wakizashi. It was a short sword that had been brought to the smithy for repair some years back, and Master said that it was a blade he could grow into, but was short enough for him to work with already.

Kenshin hadn't yet had a time to properly admire his sword, because right after Master had taken him to buy warmer clothes for winter. He now had a new shirt, pants, really warm and odd fur boots, ugly hat and heavy mittens. All of these were now rolled inside his blanket adding to its bulk. He had never owned this much stuff in his life, and somehow, there was this lingering doubt that kept whispering to him. '_You cannot be this lucky, cannot have this much – you are not allowed.'_

However, Master had bought all of these things for him and made it clear that all of it was needed, so maybe it was okay. And considering what had happened the last time…

_'__Kenshin, you are an idiot –'_

So, he decided to ignore the creeping doubts and imagined stomping on them for a good measure. Then he wiped his hands, only to get a questioning look from Master for this silliness. He smiled innocently back at the swordsman, getting a scoff in return.

_Maybe we are both learning, _he thought happily, feeling even better.

Thus, when they were buying food supplies, he dared to tug at Master's sleeve to get his attention before he paid the first price the vendor lady asked. Master curtly apologized for the interruption to the vendor and then followed him to the sidelines, where he demanded an explanation.

"No one pays the first price. You are supposed to haggle. It's a game," Kenshin explained to Master frantically, hoping not to cause disappointment_._

_But this is important and Master already used so much money on me. _He inwardly cringed, but then shook his head. No, if there was something he could do to help, he shouldn't doubt himself.

Master raised his brow and looked down at him long before the corners of his lips tugged upwards slightly and he scoffed, "I suppose you would know about haggling. Alright, you do have a point. Thank you, Kenshin."

That sign of approval was so obvious, it felt so good that it was almost like Kenshin's heart was about to burst in sheer pride.

_I did well!_

Then the moment passed. Master returned to the vendor and started a long bout of haggling. Every now and then, the swordsman's coldness spiked, and he seemed tenser and tenser, but finally the deal was closed properly without too many swearwords or a further incident. Afterwards, Hiko-san asked him, "So. How did I do?"

Kenshin thought about it before smiling shyly. "Good." And after a moment's pause, he dared to add, "But she won."

Master's stare was piercing, his coldness freezing to stillness, and the whispering doubts screamed at him that he had been too rude, had gone over the limit…

But then, the swordsman scoffed, shook his head and ruffled his hair.

* * *

><p>After that, they didn't stay in the city long. Master had said that it was because living in a city was expensive, but Kenshin rather thought that it was because of all the people. So, they were travelling again and now that there wasn't anything to slow Master down, the swordsman set the pace fast. It made Kenshin tire out quickly and they had to take breaks every now and then when he just couldn't continue. However, when he had asked about it, Master said that it was good for training.<p>

On top of all the walking, Master had him practicing basic sword strikes with his new blade every morning and evening after the meals. It was just a simple straight strike to the head, and after repeating it time after time, he couldn't help wondering how useful it could be. After all, he had never seen anyone use it. Finally, when he had dared to ask, Master admitted that it wasn't a very practical move in fights, but it was an important first step as it would teach him to hold the blade in the right way and would help him to learn the 'correct posture'.

After training, Master would draw pictures in the ground with a stick and explain what it meant. Then he would have him repeat it until he got it right. It was a little bit silly, but Master said that it was important – and when he learned that knowing the letters would lead to knowing how to read and write, just like old man Asano's brilliant son, he didn't mind it at all.

One morning, encouraged by the familiar mood, he dared to ask how his name was written. Master showed him and said that it was built from two pictures; "heart" and "sword".

A good name, Kenshin thought judiciously and stared at the two scribbled pictures on the ground. Curious, he then asked about his former name. Master obliged and drew it, warning him that it might not be the correct one, there were apparently many possibilities, but the most likely was "heart" and "big".

There wasn't much difference between the two, he decided. The only real difference was that now even his name told that he had a sword and was learning to use it. It was fitting in a way, and somehow made the new name feel more like his.

The reading and writing lessons became a daily routine for them. It was even fun most of the time, although there seemed to be so many pictures. It was almost stupid, really - how could anyone remember all of them? Master had scoffed at him, and told him that no one could, and most people remembered only the most common ones.

But didn't that mean that most of the people couldn't read or write very well? Why would they write like that? It just didn't make sense that no one hadn't made up a simpler way.

Not that he dared to say any of this aloud, especially after Master told him how 'intelligent and educated' people spent years learning to write the words, and how it was 'perfection in the motion' to see beautifully written words and how 'calligraphy represented the best virtues'.

It all seemed to matter a lot to Master.

So he decided to give it his best effort. And in truth, the word-pictures were kind of pretty once he got used to them. Not that impossible to remember either, once he realized that the lines came to look a bit like a picture the word represented.

The time they travelled was still spent in silence. Master seemed to enjoy the quiet and because of all the lessons, Kenshin thought that it was okay to give him some peace. It wasn't like he had no one to talk with; after all, spirit-friend was always there.

So, weeks went by. The last leaves left the trees and it was becoming colder to sleep outside. Kenshin had taken to wearing both of his shirts at nights. The nightmares hadn't bothered him much anymore, now that he was so tired every night.

All in all, it was almost nice, living like this.

They had crossed another border post and started towards the mountains. Climbing was hard work for him, and it was there that the first snowfall had finally come. Kenshin had seen snow before, of course; he had been born near a mountain and the snowfall had been a given thing every winter.

However, he had never tried to sleep outside in the winter.

Master said that it wasn't nice, but it could be done. So, he showed Kenshin how to stomp the snow and how to find stuff under the bed roll to insulate it, how to build small walls from snow to protect against the wind and to keep warmth better, and how to sleep while sitting up. It was still cold, even after Kenshin wore all of his clothes throughout the day. And after some grumbling, he started to wear his most hated piece of clothing, too: the new knitted hat. Against the freezing coldness it didn't matter that it was ugly and awkward, felt odd on his ears or that it was too big and fell to cover his eyes every now and then.

Then it got even colder, and none of his new clothes were enough to stop him from shivering. Those nights Master said it was okay if Kenshin wanted to sleep next to him. And he did – under the odd white cloak and Hiko-san's large arm, it was safe and warm to sleep.

The winter weather made the camping different, too. Usually, they made camp on the road side, and in the autumn it had even been practical. Why should they waste time and effort to seek better shelter? But with heavy snowfall or during particularly nasty wind, the open roadsides weren't ideal and Master would build some cover from the conifer branches or would try to find a cave or a hollow in the mountainside.

They had also taken to travelling longer. Kenshin hadn't protested, because walking kept him warmer, but the snow covered roads were slippery and harder to walk, so the travel pace slowed down. They would stop to rest when he couldn't continue anymore and start travelling again when he felt fit enough for it. During the days, master would give him dried meat to chew on. He wasn't used to walking and eating at the same time, and it was odd – almost silly, but he learned the trick to it fast enough. What was weird though, was how he ate and ate a lot more than usual, but he would never feel full.

Walking in the snow all day long was… weird. He had to lift his feet higher and the roads were mostly upslope – it was causing him to tire out easily. Or maybe it was the cold. No matter what he did, it was always so cold.

It wasn't a surprise that sometime later his nose started to run. It had happened every winter back home and Mother had kept him indoors then… but it wasn't odd or dangerous. Just annoying. So, he was constantly sniffling and wiping the snot to his sleeves. His lips felt raw and chapped and the skin under his nose was tender; the snot oozing down to it stung, but wiping it away hurt more.

What was surprising, however, was when after a particularly nasty night, he wasn't cold any more. Nothing about the weather had changed, but for some reason, he was sweating. He told Master, who took a good look at him, touched his brow and said a really bad word, his ki feeling really, really odd. Then Master lifted him into his arms, and it was almost nice to fall asleep, resting his head against Master's shoulder.

* * *

><p>After leaving Hiroshima, Hiko had chosen to wander north. He wasn't sure what to do about the winter. These past three years that he had been by himself on the road, he had just travelled through the winter and played it by ear. If the weather had taken a bad turn, he had found a safe spot to tide over the worst. In a way, travelling in the winter season was almost a blessing, for it was sure to take his mind away from his memories.<p>

Then it was just him and nature.

Surviving.

It helped him to remember that people were just a tiny part of the world and their worries didn't matter much in the larger scale, thus making all his regrets and horrors settle into a manageable scope.

But he was not travelling alone anymore—now he had an apprentice. Regardless of the rocky start, Kenshin was proving to be almost a pleasure to teach; he learned fast and didn't need much instruction. And the way the kid had taken the blade, almost like a fish that had been put to water and had realized it could swim! The correct grip, the delicate movements that guided the blade, the right footwork – he needed to give just an example and occasional correction, and Kenshin could keep it up and perform every strike like it was supposed to.

It was almost odd; gods knew that most men would become lazy with the boring repetitions and start to prefer one hand over other, move their point of balance, never understanding the necessity of performing the exercises in the exact way and thus forging the motions to muscle memory.

But Kenshin never faltered.

The little waif just kept to the correct motions and did the repeats until he told the boy to quit for the night. Either it meant that the kid was a natural or a perfectionist. At this point, it was hard to say which – the taught motions were simple, and Hiko wasn't about to start pushing the kid too fast just to satisfy his curiosity.

And in any case, both were very positive traits.

Another thing to be pleased about was how the reading and writing lessons were shaping up. Hiko had many issues about teaching such basics, especially when the subject was one he personally cared much about. With his memory and how the calligraphy had been one of the few good things from his youth before the sword, he hadn't been very enthusiastic about seeing a child to mangle the carefully choreographed motions he still found comfort in. But to his surprise, especially considering the lack of teaching materials, the boy had proven to have a good eye for letters and remembered the words fairly easily.

During those evening exercises, they had also had some good discussions, and Kenshin had slowly been breaking out of his muteness and started talking more.

Occasionally even asking questions unprompted!

However, after listening to the boy talk and ask questions freely, he had begun to understand that Kenshin's mind worked in decidedly odd ways. The kid would occasionally ask questions that even he didn't know an answer for; such as about spirits, or even more oddly, about memories stored in walls, of all things…

Hmmph, kids!

But all in all, they had fallen into a comfortable rhythm. It was almost pleasant.

These past years he had been on the road, the winter had been a hard season to travel and usually only the desperate or the foolish dared to risk the road then. Hiko was neither, but had rather taken a likening to the solitude and the challenge the winter offered for traveler. But now that he had Kenshin, it was becoming clear that he would need to figure out other options.

The snowfall was unusually late this year, even though it was nearing the last weeks of the year. The air was still moist and there hadn't even been night frost. It was an indication that the winter should prove to be exceptionally mild, so Hiko decided to risk it and head to the western coast. He could find some suitable work in some town or village, and they could wait out the coldest months. The lowlands would be good for finding bodyguard jobs and the Izumo prefecture was particularly lax about Ronin. There would be no issues with overly sensitive Samurai… unlike in Aki.

So, a plan in mind, he chose the road through the mountains. If the weather would continue to hold, they wouldn't even have to suffer through any snow.

_Of course_ it wasn't to be.

The first snow fell before they were even halfway through the mountains. If he could have hit himself for his stupidity, he would have. Damn his best laid plans and stubborn pride.

It was clear from early on that Kenshin couldn't handle the bad weather like him. It was no wonder, now that he stopped to think about it – he was a healthy adult man at his peak, and Kenshin was… a scrawny child, and so very thin. But no matter the circumstances, it was just as long a way back at that point, so he just carried on, never letting his worries show, just handling the situation the best he could. He tried to find good places to make camp, gave the kid dried meat to chew on to keep his strength up while they walked, showed Kenshin how to handle the cold weather and occasionally on really cold nights even invited the badly shivering child to sleep next to him.

So they managed.

Survived the weather and nature.

They were almost done with the mountains when the kid started sniffling and then the exhaustion caused by little sleep and long days of walking finally caught up with him.

The fever rose.

Hiko cursed and picked the kid up, and hurried to find help. Screw his pride, screw his plans, and screw his arrogance! There was no time and there was no questioning the need – the fever could kill.

* * *

><p>The boy woke up to faint clattering sounds. It was warm, warm for the first time in forever, but still <em>everything hurt<em>. And more importantly, he was thirsty.

His eyes felt like they had been dried shut, and opening them was difficult, but after a few tries he managed.

_Huh, that's a ceiling._

_A ceiling!_

When had he last seen a ceiling from the inside?

"Oh, you are finally awake! Here, drink this," a kind, soft voice called out, and then somebody was lifting him to sit up. Something warm and tasty was poured into his mouth. He tried to swallow – coughed – _why is drinking hard?_

Someone was wiping his face with a cloth.

"Just try to drink. It will help you feel better. You have been very sick."

The kind voice had been so nice and calm that it was easy to stop thinking and _just obey_.

Drinking was slow going, but he managed to get most of the broth swallowed.

He felt so tired. Everything hurt.

"Just sleep."

* * *

><p>"He is getting better finally. I managed to get him to drink some broth earlier, so the worst should be over now. He should eat as much as he can, really. He is terribly thin."<p>

"Was he coherent?"

"As much as could be expected. He didn't speak, didn't even try."

"That's not surprising. Kenshin rarely speaks unprompted."

"Is there something wrong with him?"

"No. The boy is just shy around strangers."

"Oh… that explains it. Some children can be wary of new adults like that. But really, what possessed you to take a risk like that!? Going through the mountains in the middle of winter! With a child, no less!"

"My reasons are my own. However, I thank you for your concern and your hospitality."

"Forgive me my rudeness. It's not my place to question your reasons. But please, I cannot in good conscience let you go out there again. It will be a certain death to you and to that child, and this year has seen enough death."

"True. However, I couldn't impose upon your generosity."

"By all means, please do." Laughter. "I could use the company."

"I cannot offer much as compensation for your kindness…"

"Keep your compensation. I have plenty, but it's the company and conversation I lack. And strong arms, too, to help out with a chore or two."

"I will, of course, offer you my assistance where you need it."

"Then it's settled."

* * *

><p>Next time the boy woke, it was dark.<p>

He really had to pee.

He tried to rise, but it hurt. His arms shook against his weight and his legs felt more like limp grass. How could he walk like this? Where should he even go?

"What is it?" Master's voice called.

"I need to get to the outhouse," the boy explained, embarrassed. _Maybe if I waited, the kind voice would return…_

A rustle. Someone rising. Steps.

"All right, up we go," Master said and lifted him to stand. The boy's legs shook and didn't feel steady at all.

"Can you walk?"

"I don't think so," he admitted.

"It's too cold out there for you. Just use the bucket there and lean on me."

Eyes wide and blood rushing to his cheeks, the boy stared in mortification at the large shape in darkness. No! He couldn't, not in front of master! But… But the kind voice wasn't here, Master was and his legs didn't feel sturdy enough, and he really had to pee.

So he swallowed, and nodded, then hesitantly leaned onto the swordsman and started to walk slowly, like his legs had forgotten how to work properly.

Afterwards, Master helped him back to the bed and tucked a blanket back on him.

"Just try to sleep."

He was too tired to complain or to ask questions, and it was really nice and warm and dark and…

* * *

><p>Rustling. Odd low ticking sounds, like something hit together in a steady clip. Breathing?<p>

_Someone is close by? _

The ticking continued and it was almost nice to listen to it, but after a while curiosity won and Kenshin opened his eyes slowly, turned his head a bit.

There was a person… a woman was sitting next to him. She was doing something with her hands, no, with wooden sticks that she hit together to make that noise. There was yarn surrounding the sticks… _She is weaving it together?_

Fascinated, never having seen such a thing, he stared. Not that he had seen the woman before either, but she didn't feel threatening. Her spirit felt – _soft and very faint, like lukewarm water?_

_Where am I, anyway? _Inside a house, yes, with a woman he didn't know, and she was doing something odd that he didn't know what it was either. Feeling at loss but disinclined to move or to ask from this strange person… that left, the better option, really.

'Hey, what happened?' he asked the spirit.

It answered fast, sending back a feeling of confusion, then words. 'Alone. A long time.' Then concern and an enquiring feeling.

_The spirit didn't know either? _He had been sick, that he was pretty sure of. Master had helped him, tucked him into bed… Yes. He had definitely been sick.

_Why can't I remember more? _

A wave of panic struck him and he couldn't help but to ask out loud the most important thing, "Where is Master?" Or at least he intended to ask those words, but he ended up producing only an odd wheezing sound. His throat was dry and even frantic swallowing didn't help out much.

"Oh, you are wake! How are you feeling?" the woman asked in return, letting the sticks fall down from her hands and turned to him.

She had brown eyes, and a kind face which was startlingly not covered in lines – not old like the village doctors' – like Ine-sama's had been.

"Tired," the boy answered, confused. It was easier to answer than to ask. But… he had to know, so, "Master?"

"Oh, you mean your handsome young guardian, Hiko-san? He is outside, waving around that sword of his."

The feeling of relief was almost overwhelming.

_I wasn't_ _left behind._

_Or so she said, but what if…_ He just had to be sure, so he tried to feel the Master's coldness. It wasn't very hard and he had been practicing it during the travelling times, so he should be able to know for sure if he concentrated… There was the strange woman, further away… nothing? But there… there it was! The sharp coldness – just on the edge of his ability to feel, but definitely there.

The boy sighed, and relaxed.

"Are you hungry?" the strange woman asked.

He was about to nod, but she wasn't looking at him, rather she was looking at the woven mess of yarn and the sticks that held it together, so he managed a faint, "Yes."

"Wait a moment, I will warm up some broth for you."

The boy lay back down and watched the strange woman putter around the cooking area of the hut. She poured something into the kettle, and set it to warm up on the fire crackling softly in the center of the house.

_If Master left me here and is just outside maybe I can trust this strange woman_, he relaxed and looked around curiously.

The house was small, with a simple dirt floor. At the sides, straw mats covered the ground. The walls were made out of wood, just like his old home had been, not out of packed mud or stone. The roof was made out of straw, too. There were some belongings and rolled up bedding near the wall. The fire hearth in the middle kept it all warm.

All in all, it felt homey.

It was weird being inside a house, he decided after a while. It had been such a long time. But what made it even weirder was how it was very similar to the houses back home. So alike that it could almost be one of them, just another house in the village near the mountain. Not that it was possible, though. He may not have been sure where his old home _was_, but it definitely hadn't been up north where Master had led them.

The broth in the kettle smelled really good, and somehow smelling it made him realize how very hungry he was. The loud growling noise his stomach let out attested to that, immediately. So, he tried to sit up and did manage it by himself after some struggle.

_I did it! _

He smiled in triumph at this proof that he wasn't quite as weak as he had been.

The strange woman took the kettle from fire and poured the broth into a bowl, then gave it to him with the words, "You should eat it all. There is more, if you can manage."

The boy nodded, and drank a tiny sip – it was really good, he realized with widening eyes. He didn't think he had ever tasted anything so good. So hastily slurping it down as fast as he could, he didn't mind that it was still hot, scorching on his tongue and throat, in fact, but in a good way.

It warmed him up completely.

The fire crackled merrily in the background while the strange woman watched him and smiled. Then he was done, and gave her the bowl back with a sheepish smile.

"Do you want more?"

He tilted his head, and thought about it. It had been so good, but his stomach felt full to the bursting point. _Maybe I could manage some more?_

"No. Thank you," he finally said, avoiding her eyes and playing with the edge of his blanket.

"You sure?"

He nodded.

A frown in answer.

She seemed so disappointed, and for some reason, seemed to demand more for an answer, so, "It was really good, but I don't think I can eat more."

"All right, if you say so. But you should try to eat as much as you can. You are terribly thin."

_Huh? But I have always been like this…_ but he nodded in answer anyway.

Steps outside, clanking sounds.

_What..?_

_…__Oh, it's Master _–he could recognize that coldness anywhere.

Then the door opened and cold air flowed in.

"Close the door! And do come in, your ward is awake at last." Her voice seemed happy, and she tilted her head to the side, baring little bit of neck and swept her hair behind her ear.

Master had a funny look on his face, but he didn't feel angry, rather the swordsman seemed… careful and cautious? Master, cautious? But the swordsman nodded at the woman, face very still and ki oddly small and tight, then glanced at the boy, and said, "I apologize. Kenshin, you had me worried for a while."

_An apology? What is going on? And that odd feel… _Never before had Master looked or behaved like that. _What does it mean?_

While he had been staring at the swordsman in growing alarm, the strange woman had taken the wooden sticks back into her hands and started weaving the yarn again, the only sound being the steady ticking. Master kicked the last of the snow from his shoes, and barred the door firmly shut. He didn't look at the woman at all; instead, he laid his sword to lean next to the wall, shook out his cloak then settled down next to the fire, pointedly on the opposite side from the woman.

Kenshin couldn't help but stare.

Master kept a distance from the woman, and avoided looking at her almost like he was waiting for her to suddenly attack or something. And at the same time, the strange woman was behaving more like Master usually would: being sure of herself, giving orders and expecting people to obey immediately. She just sat there calmly, doing just as she pleased.

It was really weird.

And suddenly, the strange lady didn't seem so nice and kind anymore. Just how dangerous could she be if even Master was afraid of her?

_No, not afraid_, he decided after a brief contemplation. Master could win against a group of bandits, he wouldn't be afraid of a single woman – but there was something not right with the situation either. He didn't know what to think, didn't know anything, really. He didn't know where they were, how they had gotten here or who the strange woman even was.

Would it be okay to ask?But it was so silent and tense that it didn't feel okay to speak, but maybe now that Master was here…

Kenshin glanced at the woman, and then back to Master. Tilted his head, waiting.

Master saw it, paused, then cleared his throat. "Kenshin, this is Osumi-san. She has agreed to let us stay until you are better."

"No. The agreement was that you would stay until the roads were clear. So Hiko-san and you, dear child, will be staying here for a while." The woman, Osumi-san, smiled brightly at Master and then looked back at the boy, nodding firmly like it was decided.

_Just like that?_

Never stopping in her weaving, she continued decisively. "In any case, it would be madness for you to go back to travelling until the roads clear out."

Master glanced at her, frowned but _didn't _disagree.

_Has the world gone crazy while I was sick?_

* * *

><p><em>AN: Edited first by Chie in 2013, then again 8.9.2015 by BelovedStranger.<em>


	9. How to train your Dragon

**Chapter 8. How to train your… Dragon**

The adults wouldn't let Kenshin out of the hut. Osumi-san said that it would do him no good to go traipsing outside and get sick again. Besides, she added, they were as good as snowed in, so no one would be going far.

Master agreed with her.

Thus, Kenshin was stuck lying on his bed in the hut. He was fed broth 'til he was getting sick and tired of it. More embarrassingly, Master and Osumi-san also helped him to fulfill his basic needs that he really wasn't strong enough to handle on his own yet.

At first, the attention and cozy warmth of the hut had felt _wonderful_.

However, as his energy continued to return and there was absolutely no way to spend it, he began to feel increasingly restless. Even talking to the spirit-friend was difficult now that there was always someone watching him. When he had dared to try, it hadn't taken long for Osumi-san to notice him just staring ahead blankly, spaced out. She had become worried and sure that he had relapsed into sickness. Which, of course, wasn't true, but how could he explain that he was just talking to the spirit living inside him?

He couldn't, it simply wasn't an option. After all, if Master – who knew about the ki – couldn't understand the spirit's existence, how could she?

So Kenshin had tried to brush aside her concern as well as he could, and avoided doing anything too odd ever since. But somehow, the constant attention was beginning to feel oddly _restricting._ It wasn't that he disliked the care and attention. But Osumi-san wouldn't leave the hut for much at all. She just calmly did as she pleased and there was nothing he could do about it, as even Master was careful around her!

Speaking of Master, the older man wasn't up to helping him either, as the swordsman spent most of the day outside and only returned inside to sit by himself in the corner during the evenings.

It was _annoying_, that's what it was.

If only he was healthy again, he could go outside and do something…

During the early evenings, when the sun had already set but it wasn't late enough to sleep, all three of them were stuck in the small hut together. Mostly, both Kenshin and Master just listened to Osumi-san's chattering, but every now and then Master would answer her questions and the two would have a short conversation. What made those odd, though, was that the swordsman clearly watched his words around her and didn't speak his mind. It was oddly similar to the way Master seemed always to be aware of her, how he kept glancing at her covertly.

It could be that Master was just trying to be really polite and that's why he avoided staring at her, maybe? Mother had always told him that staring was bad manners. But still, somehow Master was taking it to the extreme and never let Osumi-san notice his glances. What was most baffling of it all was that the boy had seen Master looking at her _neck_ or _wrists_, of all things.

It was just weird.

All this time he had known Master, he had been strong and decisive, always in command and often quite rude. But now, the swordsman was clearly trying very hard to be careful and polite. Why couldn't he behave like himself? What was the problem? What was it about Osumi-san that made Master so cautious? What power did she have over them?

Kenshin shook his head, sipped his broth in silence and continued to watch the play of mutual tension between the two adults.

* * *

><p>On evenings when Master felt more like talking, they resumed the reading and writing lessons on the dirt floor of the hut. Osumi-san followed the lessons and offered comments every now and then, but didn't really step in or take over, not even when it was clear that she had opinions and seemed to know how to read already.<p>

But what was really, really, awful, was how the lack of exercise and continuous rest brought back his nightmares. Kenshin woke up night after night, screaming of horrors made up of dying people, screams, shouts, Ine-sama selling people, sickness, being a slave again… It made no sense at all, rather, it was like his mind just added all the horrors he had seen this past year and mixed them _together_.

One morning, after waking up from a particularly nasty nightmare, Kenshin had curled up crying, heaving up whatever was left in his empty stomach. When he finally calmed down, Osumi-san asked about the nightmares.

He froze in surprise. _She wants to know?_

_Why? It isn't her business._

_But if…_

_No._

And, how could he even tell her? She was – and had been – really kind from the start. But if Master was wary of her, didn't that imply that she couldn't be trusted?

Osumi-san didn't press him for an answer, instead she started preparing breakfast. For a while, Kenshin thought she had let it go. But he really should have realized she really wasn't the sort of woman to let go of anything she felt to be important.

The very next evening, she asked Master about the nightmares, right in front of him! A feeling of utter betrayal washed over Kenshin, and at that moment, he really felt like he understood why the spirit-friend hated people.

Master glanced at him and frowned. "Nightmares are normal for people who have witnessed horrible events. They will go away in time. Kenshin just needs to stay strong and avoid dwelling on them."

Osumi-san narrowed her eyes at Master really nastily, and spoke to Kenshin with a soft voice, her eyes radiating concern. "It would help if you talked about them to someone."

It was that look of concern that made him forgive her, but he still felt stuck, like a grain of rice between the grinding stones. His heart pounded fast in his chest and sweat was starting to gather on his brow when he realized that whatever he did, it would slight the other of the two important adults in his life.

But when he thought about it like that, he realized it was no choice at all. So, feeling a bit apologetic towards her, he said, "Master already knows. They are not new."

And that was that.

But the thing about being stuck inside the hut – recuperating – was that for the first time in his life, Kenshin was constantly bored. He had absolutely _nothing_ to do. The lessons with letters were wonderful, for they would ease the nothingness somewhat during the evenings, but the days were still driving him crazy.

Maybe it was inevitable that the enforced boredom, combined with a child's innate curiosity, finally won over the hesitation of talking to and asking questions from this strange new adult in his life. However, Kenshin really wasn't one to talk about himself. He didn't want to ask about her life either, because knowing people lead to caring. And what he understood from Master's behavior, it was clear that as soon as he was able and the weather would let up, they would leave.

Kenshin really didn't want to let go of the people he cared about, ever again.

So, instead of personal things, he started asking questions relating to what Osumi-san was doing: cooking, cleaning, weaving with her sticks and yarn, and sewing and fixing things.

At first, he curiously watched her and begged to be showed what she did. But as Osumi-san obliged him easily enough, it didn't take long for him to hesitantly ask if he could help. She told him not to worry about it. There was no obligation to help, for Master was helping her with the outside chores, such as bringing in snow for melting, chopping firewood, fetching things from the shed or cellar.

Kenshin wasn't deterred, though. Laying about doing nothing felt _wrong_ and most importantly, he was bored.

In truth, if it was up to him, he would have preferred to help with the outdoor chores, he really would have. They would have gotten him out of the hut. But it was clear that he was stuck inside. This didn't leave him other options, because no matter how girly, it was something to do.

So, he asked and argued until she taught him to sew.

Surprisingly, it was actually kind of fun once he got the hang of it. Especially stitching and fixing the holes was neat. There was a funny trick to it; at first he would have to stitch reinforcement around the hole, and then use yarn to sew a replacement patch in place. Not easy, especially at the beginning when all he managed were huge tangles, but the _challenge _made it fun.

However, even more interesting was watching Osumi-san cook and asking questions about it. There was a little bit of self-interest there; her food was brilliant and if he could learn to cook, he would never again have to endure food that tasted bad. Besides, it was nice to listen to Osumi-san's happy answers which fast turned into full blown lessons.

Not that she let him help out much. No matter his persistence, he was only given a few simple tasks to keep his hands busy.

It became clear quickly to him that Osumi-san _really_ enjoyed cooking and she admitted it, telling him proudly how it was an art form. To her, it didn't matter that everyone could do it with instructions, because she said that only the real artists could make it into something more.

Having tasted the difference, Kenshin could understand her insistence and pride. He smiled at her and asked to be told more.

She smiled broadly, her ki feeling really warm, and continued her lessons more thoroughly.

The following weeks, Osumi-san showed him how to cook rice so that it wouldn't burn, how to soften dried meat or fish so that it was tender and tasty, and how to boil root vegetables so that they tasted like they were fresh after harvest. Then came the teachings of common seasonings like salt, soy, sugar, vinegar and ginger and how to use them right. The lessons soon became rather complicated and more like mythical quest for gods' divine favor in difficulty, but he absorbed what he could from the enthusiastic babble, feeling happier than in ages.

When Master learned what he had been up to, the swordsman scoffed at him dismissively, but _didn't_ forbid the 'womanly and frivolous' lessons.

But then, when he was deemed well enough, Osumi decided that the time had come to bathe him. Kenshin was stunned – not that he didn't like being clean – but it was middle of winter! He protested vehemently against the idea. She didn't relent, but as Master had conveniently disappeared that morning, there wasn't much he could do to derail her.

Osumi-san seemed to appreciate cleanliness a whole lot more than even mother or old Ine-sama, and the boy really should have realized that it would lead to this craziness, especially as he had seen the way the older woman had washed all of his and Master clothing. But this bathing thing… The circumstances being what they were, the only option was to heat the melted snow water in kettles and then wash inside the house. _Not _something that people back at home had done often. Even mother had insisted on it only once last winter.

But Osumi-san, she didn't care how slow and pointless it was, or how embarrassing getting bathed was to him. He really was a big boy already and could wash himself. No, none of that mattered to her and she insisted on helping.

Needless to say, there were some arguments voiced about the matter.

However, in the end, Kenshin was clean from the root of his hair to his toes.

After drying him with a towel, Osumi-san fell silent and stared at his red hair that had emerged from under all the travelling grime. She didn't say anything more, just turned around and went to cook with her ki feeling all funny.

For some reason, it was making him feel really bad and unsure. These days, he had almost forgotten that he was different. But now that she knew, was she going to be like other people and hate him for being different? Dread creeping on him, he dressed in his clean spare kimono and settled down to his bedding to watch her putter around.

She had been so nice, taught him so much… almost like a –

No, not _that_.

But she had been wonderful.

If she started to hate him for being different, it didn't matter. He could forgive her for that, he decided. And in any case, he was almost well again, only a little weak. So, if she drove them away now…

It would _hurt_, but he and Master would manage just fine.

Then she came back, pulling him from his thoughts. She gave him a bowl of broth to eat and ruffled his hair, whispering softly, almost like she was speaking to herself. "You really are a darling child. It's not your fault that you were born ugly."

Feeling utterly relieved, Kenshin smiled at her.

_She doesn't hate me!_

And she smiled back.

He was forgiven and everything was okay.

* * *

><p>All in all, life was good.<p>

Well, as good as it could be, considering that the three of them were trapped in a small hut, surrounded by snow and had nowhere to go until the passes opened again. But they managed. Of course, there were arguments and lots of opinions, but that was normal, almost homey. Kenshin was very familiar with living in such conditions. However, unsurprisingly, the one who had most issues with it was Master.

The swordsman really didn't do enough chores to justify all the time he spent outside.

Curious to what he was doing, Kenshin took up to following the older man's actions from the slightly opened doorway and tracking his ki to the best of his ability. It seemed that Master was spending most of the days either training or just wandering in the woods. In a way, it was understandable, knowing how the swordsman disliked people, but Kenshin couldn't help but worry and feel bad for being the reason they were stuck.

However, after he witnessed master's sword training from a distance, Kenshin started to desperately wish he could go back to training, too. He really wasn't that weak or sickly anymore, not after all these weeks stuck inside recuperating. So surely it would be possible? The hesitant suggestion during that evening's meal was met with concerned disapproval by Osumi-san and approval by Master.

She didn't make much fuss about it. Only a glance at Master before she relented and admitted that Kenshin really was much better and going outside could do him some good.

The very next day, Kenshin was allowed outside for the first time in weeks. He was warned to take it easy, to use only simple strikes, and Osumi-san reminded time after another that he should immediately return inside if he felt weak or cold. He barely heard her when he eagerly put on both of his kimono, pulled the hakama pants over them, tied the fur boots tightly to his feet and wrapped his hands in the mittens. Even the much hated hat didn't spoil his mood.

He was going outside, finally!

The repeated sword strikes didn't bore him or feel like a chore. Quite the opposite, actually. It was the very best thing that he had done _in ages_. Master supervised him until he was done with the exercise, nodded in approval and told him that his form hadn't suffered much from the enforced rest. However, Kenshin didn't feel tired yet. He really didn't want to go back inside either. So he looked at Master hopefully, silently wishing for more.

The swordsman raised his brow in amusement, his ki feeling slightly warm and then he scoffed and showed him a new strike to practice. It was the kesagiri – a downwards slash to the shoulder from the right side. It was accompanied by the reverse strike, which was the same but targeted the left shoulder instead. These, with the first one, the karatake, formed all the basic upper body slashes.

Perhaps Kenshin overdid it a bit, because after he was finished with practice, he was shaking. His joy at being back outside and having new strikes to practice had gotten him too enthusiastic to stop. Master had shaken his head at him and helped him back inside, where Osumi-san had taken a look at him and admonished him for not taking it slow enough.

The meal that night was a weird experience, as Osumi-san told Master that he should really start paying attention to the child's capabilities and stop treating his student like a miniature adult. This, unsurprisingly, had roused Master's ire and the swordsman had felt really cold. He had answered that it was not her business how he was training his apprentice.

That was when the argument had truly started.

Osumi-san and Master had yelled at each other for quite some time and then Master had stormed out of the hut. The boy had been scared and tried to hide from the clash of tempers in the corner, trying to curl up really small and staying silent. Osumi-san had huffed and returned to her knitting, and the sounds had slowly calmed him enough for him to fall asleep next to the wall.

The next morning, he had woken up from his bedroll. Master was there and Osumi-san sent him with the swordsman outside for lessons. He did only the three basic strikes until just his arms became tired. Master nodded at him, and ushered him back inside, alone.

That evening, Osumi-san inquired about the practice and then asked him how many strikes he could do.

Kenshin had been baffled at the question, but slightly embarrassedly confessed that didn't know how to count yet. Osumi-san frowned at him for this, and then asked Master about it. Instead of getting angry like he had been prone to earlier, the swordsman looked away and said that he had been intending to get to it.

Osumi laughed, smiled and whispered quite loudly to Kenshin that it probably meant in Master's speech that the older man had forgotten.

Then she took his hand in her own, held out the thumb and asked how many it was. Kenshin obediently told her that it was one. Then two fingers – two. They had continued through the hand… and then to the next one, where he admitted that he wasn't sure what the second finger in his other hand stood for. She smiled at him, and told him it was seven. Next came eight, nine and ten. Then she had showed the first of her fingers and told that together their fingers were eleven.

And that's how the lesson continued.

Kenshin was surprised that it was so easy. He had always thought that counting was hard, but somehow she could explain it in a way that made sense and made it feel very simple. It also helped that he could look at his fingers and see how the numbers repeated a clear pattern: after nineteen came twenty, and then two one – twenty-one. And after all the numbers in twenties came thirty and three one – thirty-one. So, he smiled happily at her in gratitude.

Then Osumi-san asked him how old he was.

Kenshin had paused in thought, trying to catch his earliest memory of the summer spent playing with his brothers and then counting the seasons from there. Even with these new numbers, he just… couldn't be sure. But Osumi-san looked at him in curiosity, and even Master seemed interested, so he finally guessed. "Eight or nine, I think."

Osumi-san praised him for the answer, saying that he was a smart boy. But then she asked in a conspiring voice, loudly, if he knew how old Master was.

Kenshin didn't have the faintest idea, but he felt encouraged enough to reason out a loud. "Old, because Master is big and strong."

Hiko-san scoffed at them, but answered without more prompting, "Not old, twenty-three."

And Osumi-san grinned like she had won something and declared that she knew it – that no one that handsome would be over thirty. Then Kenshin had gotten curious and asked her age. "Twenty-nine years old and not looking for a husband!" she answered proudly and smiled funnily at the Master.

The swordsman reddened a bit and looked away. Kenshin didn't understand; what did the husband bit have to do with anything?

But for some reason, it did hold some meaning, because after that, Master wasn't so wary of her anymore. He even relaxed a little in her company and took to staying near the hut and inside more often.

Osumi-san would smile at Master during the meals, ask if he wanted to have more. Master would politely decline, but he felt bit warmer, like he wasn't so annoyed anymore. The evening conversations and lessons grew to include all three of them, so that both the adults would attempt to teach him or just tell stories to pass the time. There weren't so many arguments anymore, and Master didn't so pointedly avoid Osumi-san, either. Rather, he had started to talk to her more warmly and would occasionally glance at her neck or wrist, openly.

Curiously, Osumi-san didn't take offense, but just smiled when she noticed the looks.

Kenshin felt better and stronger day by day. Master would show him new strikes and told him to run in the snow to get rid of his excess energy. Osumi-san didn't scold Master for that. She also suggested to Kenshin that he should practice his counting by counting the sword strikes. It seemed like a fun idea. It wasn't exactly easy, but when he got to a number he didn't know yet, Master would tell him what it was.

And like that, Kenshin learned all the tens, and then ten and ten which was one hundred. He proudly told of this achievement to Osumi-san; he had managed hundred repetitions of all the three different sword strikes! She smiled at him softly which made him feel really good.

Then of course, Master showed him more strikes.

* * *

><p>The days fell into a rhythm. And day by day, Master started to feel warmer. There was this weird tension now between him and Osumi-san. She would smile and tease Master, and the swordsman would sometimes even answer to the barbs with a few of his own. It was almost like being back in the mountain village with his family. But Master wasn't like father and Osumi-san wasn't like mother. They didn't treat Kenshin like he was their son, either.<p>

But somehow they fit together.

Then one day Kenshin was playing in the snow. He had asked if it was okay to do so after practice, because now the sun had melted it a bit and he wanted to build something. Master had given him permission but hadn't stayed to watch; instead, he had headed back inside.

Kenshin rolled balls out of snow and piled those on top of each other. Master's coldness was there in the hut, but it didn't feel exactly cold anymore. Maybe he should take to calling it ki, like Master did?

Speaking of coldness, he hadn't tried talking with his spirit-friend in a while. Hadn't had a chance to do so. This neglect sat ill on Kenshin's conscience, so now that he had some alone time, it was a good chance to do something about it. So, he poked at the coldness to alert the spirit, and then started explaining things. The spirit was a little bit cold to him at first, but after he had shown it memories of what had happened these couple months, they were okay again.

Well, almost.

The spirit was especially interested in the sword strikes, and though it didn't exactly seem to like Osumi-san, it didn't want to be nasty to her, either. No, for some reason, the spirit felt _happy_ about speaking with him.

_Maybe it has been feeling lonely? _Kenshin pondered, and guiltily resolved to figure out a way to speak to his friend more often and not to abandon it so. After all, he knew how bad it was to be alone and he didn't wish it on anyone, least of all to the spirit friend who had helped him so much.

The snow was easy to mold and he started to build a small hut out of the snowballs. Master's ki trickled weirdly in the hut; he had never felt it move like that. However, it didn't feel bad. So he didn't pay any mind to it and concentrated on more important things, namely his building project.

After finishing the snow hut, it felt too early to stop so he started to build some snow people to live in it.

It was really nice to play like this, Kenshin thought, and he could feel the ideas starting to flow; what the snow people did for their living, imagining names for them, what roles would they play… This was what he had always done with his brothers when they were starting to play.

It felt unaccountably good, so he smiled and explained the game to the spirit so it could help him out. Then, together they started to re-act one of the children's fairytales – well, it started like that but soon changed to include the swordsman-son, rescuing the neighbors from the bandits. And while the spirit was little bit slow on the uptake, how to include new twists in the play, and Kenshin had to move the pieces by himself, it didn't matter.

They were playing together and it was _wonderful._

The game continued on and on, and was interrupted by the Master's loud shout. "Come in, Kenshin, you need to eat!"

Looking at the setting sun, it was clear that Kenshin had been out playing for a really long time. It hadn't felt like it, truly. But Master had been inside all that time? With Osumi-san? _Without _arguing?

And now that he noticed, Master looked odd, almost happy. His ki felt calm… nearly relaxed.

That _was_ odd.

But not very important, not compared to what he had managed to build out of snow. Kenshin looked at his project, and then glanced at Master, who seemed like he wouldn't mind humoring him for a bit, so…

"Master, come look what I made!"

The swordsman came without more prompting, and nodded approvingly at his snow building, the people, the neighbor's house, the horses…

And at that moment, Kenshin felt like everything was right in the world.

* * *

><p>One night, Kenshin woke up to quiet murmuring voices.<p>

It was Master and Osumi-san, but they were laying on the _same _bedroll? Started, he tried to listen to what they were saying. But no matter how hard he tried to focus, he couldn't make out the words. He was dismayed, until he suddenly remembered the trick with coldness that the spirit-friend had shown him earlier.

Now, at the slightest prodding, the spirit friend was eager to help him again.

Maybe it had been bored, too? Well, he could do something about that later, definitely. He just needed to figure out more ways to use the spirit.

But for now, he really wanted to know what Master and Osumi-san were doing.

So, he pushed a drop of coldness to ears.

"… and then, two years ago my husband died. It's been lonely up here without him."

"Hmmmph. It shows."

Giggle.

"I wasn't that bad! It's just that the opportunity doesn't come by often… let alone in such a _nice_ package."

Rustle.

"Come here. And you were exactly that bad and you know it, woman."

Small laugh.

"Maybe so… Why are you alone, then?"

"Hmmm. My Master died. I have been travelling alone since, looking to fulfill my duty to his teachings and the sword of Mitsurugi."

"Oh. So that's why…"

The noises cut out all of sudden, but Kenshin's ears didn't hurt yet. The spirit pushed him a bit, send a petting feel. _'Go ahead. Do it again,'_ it seemed to say.

Another drop.

"….thank god the night terrors have finally eased off. He's a darling boy, your Kenshin. He seems to be a good student."

"He is. Staying in one place has been good for him, made it easier for him to focus on learning."

"And that surprises you? Children need stability. It goes without saying that they would learn faster when not trying to keep up with their Master's traipsing around the countryside."

"Hmmph. No. But I have a duty."

"You have a duty to that boy, too."

"True."

"At least consider it. The roads will clear out soon and I guess there are advantages for training on the road. Experience is the best teacher, and summer is a good season for it. But try to figure out better options for the next winter."

"Hmmm…. I could go to my Master's old house."

"Why don't you?"

"The old bastard keeps looking over my shoulder from the grave."

"Ah. They have a habit of doing that…."

Silence. Again. But his ears were starting to ache and the adults didn't speak about anything interesting. Master's ki felt relaxed and almost happy, his voice was warm. Kenshin had never heard him speak in such a tone, and he didn't want to interrupt them… so maybe it was okay. He still didn't know why they were sharing a bedroll, but it didn't seem important. Maybe Osumi-san had been feeling cold and Master had let her sleep at his side?

Yes, it made sense.

With that, Kenshin curled to his side, and touched his top hidden in his shirt sleeve. It was nice.

* * *

><p>The weather had turned warmer and Osumi-san said that spring was coming. Kenshin had been given new things to train with the sword – they were called Kata, and they were a series of moves like dancing. Master had shown him the first one and it had been almost beautiful to watch. And then they had been doing them together really slowly. He felt clumsy compared to Master, but then again, there was a reason why Master was the Master.<p>

What was baffling was that he wouldn't get tired so easily. The sword didn't weigh so much anymore and he could practice longer. Or maybe it was just that he had grown stronger? It didn't show, though. He was still really small and thin.

He hadn't managed to keep talking to the spirit much, not even a way to use the spirit more. It made him feel guiltier. He knew exactly how horrible it was to be bored and lonely. It wasn't something anyone should suffer, least of all his friend. Not if he could do something about it.

About the only chance he had to use spirit was to listen in to the adults' conversation. However, he really didn't feel doing it often. He wasn't sure why. Maybe it was because Master and Osumi-san never talked about anything interesting? The little bits and pieces he had heard had been all about people they had known, about things they could remember. Only topic even remotely interesting was their talk of him, but that, too, became boring because they talked about children and how children should be raised. They argued about a lot of things. But it didn't sound like they were angry, no. It was just that they didn't agree on things.

It resembled Kenshin's and the spirit's arguments, really.

However, one day that he was back outside with Master, practicing kata, someone new came to visit; a man, not too old and dressed warmly in nice enough clothes. He demanded Master to explain who they were and where was Osumi-san.

Master answered calmly that Osumi-san was inside, and if the man had business with her, he could find her there.

The man looked at Master nastily, but went inside.

"Keep practicing, Kenshin," Master said then and followed the stranger to the hut.

Of course, this being the first _interesting_ thing to happen in ages, Kenshin stopped his practice and curiously sneaked closer to the hut, trying to catch the faint sounds of adult talk that penetrated the hut's wooden walls.

He drew a drop of coldness to his ears….

"…It's not right for a woman to live alone like this. Your proper place is in the village. Of course, it would be more practical if you joined another household."

"And I suppose your family would happen to have a place for me, Ichiro-san?"

"As it happens, yes. You know I am properly married, but neither my father nor my brother have a spouse, at the moment. They have good houses and a steady income. Your skills would be respected and you wouldn't have to be alone."

"Ichiro-san… I thank you for your kindness, but I have to refuse. I am not looking to remarry."

"But think about your status, and your lifestyle. This seclusion of yours isn't right. And Masashi wouldn't have wanted you to live like this. Please, let us help you, Osumi-san."

"No, thank you. I have made my decision. I would prefer for you to leave now."

"You have no options, Osumi-san. You don't have much more left of what Masashi left you! Your reputation is in danger. And living here with that vagabond and that foreign brat? Are you seeking to destroy what remains of your good name?"

"The lady said no. You should honor her will."

"Please leave, Ichiro-san."

"This is madness, Osumi-san! You spit on my kindness!"

Silence. A thud. The door of the hut was slammed open, and the strange man stormed out. He looked really angry, his face was all red and he was breathing heavily.

"This isn't the last you hear of me, woman!" he shouted to the hut.

Kenshin couldn't help but to stare.

_What was that about? Why can't Osumi-san live by herself?_ He frowned and looked after the angry man storming away from Osumi-san's lands.

"I told you to practice your Kata, Kenshin."

_Eeeep! _Kenshin froze and looked up at Master, who was frowning at him. Desperately, he tried to save the situation by yelping, "Yes, Master!"

Master sighed. "Don't stress your mind about all that. Just focus on your training." He then returned inside.

He was curious, of course, but he really didn't want to be caught again. Especially not now that Master had sounded strained, like he was worried about something.

Still, returning to the basic kata once more, he tried to figure out the conversation he had overheard. He shared the memory with the spirit as well. It thought that the strange man had wanted Osumi-san for something.

It wasn't that he didn't agree. But what could it be? Osumi-san was really kind and a good cook… But why had that man been so insistent?

* * *

><p>That night, Kenshin only pretended to go to sleep. He didn't want to miss Master's and Osumi-san's conversation that would surely happen again tonight. But he didn't want to be caught listening in again, so he closed his eyes and tried to breathe steadily like he would have if he really was asleep. Osumi-san puttered around the house and Master stayed in his corner… but then, sometime later, his patience was rewarded when Osumi-san went to bed.<p>

It didn't take long for Master to join her on the futon. They did something together. Kenshin really didn't have any idea what, but it had Master puffing as if working really hard, and Osumi-san made odd noises, too, like she was trying to be quiet. It took a while, but then, exactly like before, Master's ki grew warm and relaxed. The blankets rustled and they fell silent. But only a moment later the steady murmur of voices started.

Perfect.

So Kenshin focused and drew a drop of coldness to his ears.

"… So you are leaving soon?"

"Yes. The spring is coming on fast."

"I will miss you. It has been nice to have polite company."

"Will there be problems with that Ichiro fellow?"

"He has wanted me to marry into his family for ages. It's disgusting, really. He would offer any adult male from his clan to me. I think he already has, actually. He is getting desperate, but I can handle it. I have handled it since Masashi passed away."

"Why is Ichiro so insistent?"

"Because of my father. He is a proper Samurai, as you know… but he has no heirs but me."

"Ah. And he is wealthy?"

"Yes. It all comes down to money, in the end. I ran away from it all; fell in love with Masashi, who liked me for me and my cooking, not for my family connections and money. Father didn't approve. However, he has not yet adopted anyone and I am still his only heir. It's disgustingly simple…"

The silence landed.

_So that's why Master was worried._ Kenshin frowned in thought. He had gotten answers, yes, but he still wanted to know more, so…

"…That's why I like you. You don't care about any of it. And you have run away from it, too."

"I have?"

"Hiko Seijuuro. Or whoever you are. You were born to good blood and name. It's clear to anyone who uses their eyes. But you, too, have seen too much and didn't like what you saw, so you let go. Am I not right?"

"Hmmph. I should have known. You see much, woman."

"Yes."

"What are you going to do?"

"Nothing, I guess. It's not like they can force me."

"But they can make your life difficult. And it's not easy, living alone. How will you get by?"

"I have been practicing to be a seamstress in the village. And I have my cooking."

"Those skills are not worth much in a small village like this. Most of the women can sew; not many have need or want for good clothing. No opportunity to sell your cooking here, either."

"What would you have me do? Marry that slime?"

Silence, again. Kenshin gritted his teeth. He still wanted to know more. It wasn't fair that Osumi-san was in trouble! But his ears had started hurting. But maybe once more…

"… I guess I could go back to Matsue, to my father. He hasn't cut ties with me yet, as far as I know. But travelling there won't be easy. It's one of the reasons why I haven't done it already. It's not like I have reason to stay here."

"So it's settled."

"What's settled? The roads are crawling with bandits… I have a household here!"

"You will be coming with us. We will escort you to Matsue."

"You will, huh?" Laugh. "Just like that?"

"Of course." Scoff. "You have offered us your hospitality all winter; it's the least I can do to repay your kindness."

Giggle.

"How chivalrous. But alright."

* * *

><p>Osumi-san had started going through her possessions and taking aside things that she didn't want to leave behind. Master hadn't commented on it or told Kenshin about it. Instead, he tried to behave like he didn't know what was going on with them. Not even when they would discuss food and supplies and watch the weather. Still, no matter that he wasn't supposed to know the details, it would have been obvious that something was happening.<p>

So, one day he couldn't handle it anymore and asked Osumi-san why she was going through her stuff.

"I will leave with you," she answered and smiled.

"It's not like you didn't know, Kenshin," Master remarked from the wall.

_…what?_

"You have been eavesdropping on our conversations. I finally realized it."

Kenshin felt stunned. _How did Master know? Is he angry? Why hasn't he said anything about it earlier?_

"What I am curious about, is how you do it. It isn't possible to hear low-voiced conversations from that distance. Or… it _shouldn't_ be."

_No, no… _He began to shake in fright.

Master's ki felt calm, but cold. It didn't seem like he was angry, but his face was drawn into a tight frown and he didn't feel happy at all. It was far worse than shouting, and Kenshin couldn't handle it any longer. "The coldness! Just a drop to ears and I hear better. Can't do it for long, it hurts."

Master scoffed, raised his brow in surprise. "You use ki to enhance your hearing?"

He nodded, still terrified. He was desperately hoping that Master wouldn't look so disappointed in him, wouldn't get angry about his curiosity.

"When did you start to do it? How did you even think of such a thing? Are you stupid? You could kill yourself with that! Or lose your hearing! Idiot student!" Master's ki began to bear down on him, pressuring him to answer.

"I…. I…."

What could he say? He couldn't tell Master of his spirit-friend. Master didn't believe in spirits, he had said so himself! _Master will think me crazy if I tell him about the spirit-friend... and it was the spirit's idea. But it's wrong to lie. No. No. No._ The boy shook. _What can I do?_

"Hiko! Don't scare the boy! He is obviously terrified!"

"Quiet. This is serious. He could seriously harm himself doing this."

He tried to keep breathing, tried to think. _I don't want to lie. I'm not a bad boy, but… but…_

"I was curious. I wanted to listen to you and Asano-san," he then managed to tell, and it was a truth, just not all of it.

Masters ki retreated.

Kenshin took a deep breath, feeling relieved. It had been enough, barely.

"So begun this after you met me, but didn't tell of this development to me? Didn't you think that it would be something that I, as your Master, should know about?"

_Master sounds… disappointed?_

Kenshin shuffled his feet, avoiding the adult's gaze guiltily. He hadn't meant to disappoint; he just didn't think that he should speak of the coldness to anyone.

_It isn't something I can tell others. It's not normal._ _But, but… Master has coldness, too. Maybe he can use it, too? Like me?_

"You said that you would teach me swords. I…. didn't think that you would want to know about the coldness," he finally whispered shyly. He felt really bad, ashamed.

A scoff.

"Idiot student."

It was like Master's disappointed tone somehow made the words cut even deeper. Kenshin didn't think he had felt this bad since the sickness and slavers.

"In the future, you will tell me what you do with ki. You won't try anything new without supervision."

He nodded.

"And I mean it, Kenshin. This is something that could seriously harm you."

He dared a glance at Osumi-san. She, too, looked scared and disappointed.

"Also, it's impolite to listen to words not meant for your ears. You should apologize. To me, but especially to Osumi-san."

Master didn't feel so cold. And his voice sounded strange. Kenshin dared a quick look through his slashes. The swordsman had an odd look in his face, and somehow it reminded him a bit of what his father had looked like, when Mother had told him that she had a baby in her stomach. And suddenly, he realized what it was. Pride. Master was proud of him. Worried, scared, angry and disappointed, yes. But also proud of what Kenshin had managed to do with the coldness.

He swallowed, and then whispered, "I'm sorry… Master, Osumi-san."

"Good. Now promise you won't do such a stupid thing again."

"I promise."

Then Master ruffled his hair, and he felt like he was forgiven.

* * *

><p>The snow had almost melted from the roads leading down from the mountains to the west coast. They had reached Matsue in two week's travel time, fairly fast all in all. Of course, Hiko would have made it alone in just a few days. Even with Kenshin accompanying him, it would have been much faster than this.<p>

The boy _was_ growing stronger.

But they had been escorting Osumi-san and had to carry some of her most precious possessions, so the delay was perfectly understandable.

She had given them all the food supplies they could ever want and replaced some of the worst worn clothing with new ones she had made during the quiet winter months. What was interesting to notice, though, was that she would have given them these as a gift no matter what. This realization made it easier for Hiko to accept her generosity.

He had his pride, after all.

They hadn't seen or heard more of that Ichiro fellow, but then again, they had left only a few short days after the man had come to spout out his rude demands. It hadn't made sense to wait, and having already decided the travel plan, it had been difficult for all of them to return to the peaceful harmony necessary for living in such tight quarters.

Truthfully, Hiko hadn't believed he was even capable of staying in one place for such a long time, not after all what had happened to him. He had been wandering for years, being sure of just that. But then, when it had been clear that either he would have to leave Kenshin behind or learn to ignore his own discomfort, it hadn't been a clear choice.

Osumi-san hadn't made it too easy on him though, what with her constant flirting and not so subtle smiles. He had no intention of settling down. Family wasn't for men with duty like his. But then, Osumi-san had pinpointed the core of his reluctance, and changed her tone, clearly telling him that she had no intention of marriage… it wasn't a difficult decision. He did enjoy women. He had just wanted to let her work at it. It was no good to let women know that they had won, already. It would only serve to make them impossible to deal with later.

And then there had been the brat's stunt with ki. Hiko had never seen anything like it, hadn't ever seen the spiritual energy used in such a way, either.

But retrospectively, he should have realized it earlier.

The pieces had been there all along; the incident with Asano and running away, but at that time, Hiko hadn't paid too much attention to it. And adding the fact that Asano had been convincing him for days and Kenshin had been going in and out of the camp with chores, so it had been possible that he could have heard of the things normally.

And the boy's ki was almost always moving when they travelled. Only at Osumi-san's place it had been growing calm. Hiko hadn't known what to make of it, but hadn't believed it to be a problem. After all, the annoying "head in the clouds" habit had faded away, too. But then he had caught the brat abandoning the training, ignoring his instructions and skulking near the hut.

He had been immediately suspicious.

Then next night the boy had been faking sleep. Hiko hadn't realized it at the time, but had checked his memory later on the next day, when the boy had been so clearly watching Osumi's packing; stared at her, kept looking at Hiko…

It was obvious then that the boy knew things that he shouldn't have.

So, Hiko had done what any Master would have done and found out how. Listening to the brat's explanation had stunned him, really. Roused his anger, too. But also his pride. It was a clear sign that he had been right to pick up the boy as an apprentice – Kenshin would be perfect. Already breaching the limits of known ki-usage! A fitting legacy for Hiten Mitsurugi, and in the future, for Hiko Seijuurou the 13th.

He would have to find out what more the boy could do with ki, but later.

They reached the castle town of Matsue without problems and escorted Osumi-san to her father's house. Hiko was surprised to learn that Osumi was the daughter of Shiomi family. And what she had been describing as some money actually meant _rich_. Not that it mattered to Hiko. He had seen wealth and walked away from it. But it was still surprising to realize that he had been sharing a hut and a futon with a _lady_. She just winked at him when they had made it to the residence next to Matsue castle in the Samurai district and asked from him, "Still not interested in marriage?"

He smirked at her and countered, "Why, are you offering, woman?"

And that had been that.

They met with her father, Isamu, at the gates of the large household. The samurai was an older gentleman with a quick wit, calm demeanor and sly look in the corner of his eye. He welcomed Osumi-san home like a man who had almost believed he had lost his chance, and then in gratefulness asked for the swordsman and his apprentice to stay and enjoy their hospitality for the night.

Kenshin had been in a constant wide-eyed state since they had reached the samurai district of the old town, looking so ridiculous that it was almost funny. The boy's awkwardness had only grown worse at the rich house, as he clearly had no idea how to behave around the servants and blatant wealth. After seeing all that gawking, Hiko quickly resolved to start teaching the brat some proper manners. It wouldn't do for his apprentice to behave like a country bumpkin.

Thankfully, Isamu-san was amused, not offended, by the boy. It was probably because of Osumi-san's clear fond regard of Kenshin over anything else, though.

That evening, the older Samurai asked Hiko to join him for sake. They settled down to drink the warmed fine rice wine in the study, where the old man quickly proceeded to thank Hiko once more for bringing his daughter back home safely. The polite conversation had started from there, but over the course of seemingly benign discussion, the samurai subtly managed to guide the discussion to inquire about Hiko's and Osumi's relationship.

A clever tactic, which made it clear that no matter how accepting and kind the old samurai seemed, he was a dangerous man still. Not someone Hiko wished to have as an opponent, not at all. So Hiko had made it clear, as politely but firmly as possible, that he had no intention of settling down and neither had she. And pushing the matter would only serve to drive her away.

The old samurai had just nodded, seemingly satisfied.

But then, just as Hiko thought he had managed to avoid all the pitfalls, Isamu-san made an offhand remark in a low voice, "I was acquainted with Hiko Seijuuro the 12th. It has been years, since… but I have heard well of his apprentice."

Needless to say, Hiko had paused, utterly startled. Immediately, he had started to find a polite escape from the situation, as he had absolutely no intention of staying near any of the old Bastard's contemporaries.

However, the samurai just continued, seemingly like he hadn't seen Hiko's reaction. "White Death has also done good work clearing the woods and roads of outlaws, taking down dangerous men. But it is surprising to see him to take a student, especially this early."

The criticism was clear in the seemingly benign words, as was the silent comparison to the Bastard. Inwardly, Hiko's temper flared. Just as well, he had no intention to be anything like his Master, and he answered testily, "The boy is a rare diamond in a rough. I don't question the plans of fates and gods."

With those words, he had excused himself, and retired to the guest room assigned to him and Kenshin. It might have been rude beyond all the good manners that had been instilled in him since his youth, but frankly, Hiko didn't give a damn. No one had the right to criticize him or compare him to the old Bastard, not even this rich and influential old Samurai, who also happened to be Osumi's father.

They left early next morning. Osumi was there to see them of, and she hugged Kenshin, telling the boy to take care of himself. Then she had taken Hiko to the side, and told him to come see her if they ever wandered to Matsue again.

He smirked at her, his gaze lingering on her lips for a moment too long in answer.

She smiled, _just so_ and flashed the skin of her pale swan neck in return by tilting her head.

_'What a minx,'_ Hiko thought fondly.

* * *

><p><em>Edited first by Chie in 2013, then again 23.10.2015 by BelovedStranger.<em>


	10. The bitter taste

**Chapter 9. The bitter taste**

_One by himself…. three in the west... and eight… no, nine at the base camp. And one more moving in fast. _The first flickered out and all of a sudden the lot in the middle started to move, their shouts echoing in the distance so that even he could hear them.

Kenshin cringed, hating the shouting.

It was sweltering hot as the summer sun bore hotly above the treetops and kept heating the air. The mosquitoes kept circling him and idly, he swatted at one that was biting him. It died just as easily as the little flickers of ki presences, disappearing one by one in the distance.

He still didn't like this, but where Master went he followed. And as Master had explained time after another, he had a duty to protect the happiness of common people.

So would Kenshin, one day, as a practitioner of Hiten Mitsurugi style swordsmanship.

It was just that occasionally he couldn't understand how killing people would protect the happiness of common people. He had even asked about it, but Master had said that people who had abandoned their livelihoods to rob and plunder from others had no right to live. That by killing some, like the weeds in a garden, the good and ordinary people wouldn't suffer so much. After all, they already had a hard life with the "increased taxation, foreign demands and economic instability."

So whenever they would encounter bandits in their travels, Master would take the time to "clean" the camps.

And…

_"The sword is a weapon. The art of swordsmanship is the art of killing. This is the truth. You know this Kenshin."_ That was the truth, but still…

To make things worse, seeing people die occasionally brought back the living memories of Kasumi's death and the massacre. Master had said that they would pass on their own with time, just like most of the regular nightmares had. However, the living memories scared and unsettled Kenshin, and there had been a few more incidents with bedwetting. It was beyond embarrassing, even shameful, but Master had just ignored the incidents, leaving him alone to wash his soiled clothing and bedding.

On those mornings, Kenshin usually felt really bad and truly he would have appreciated the comfort Osumi-san had offered. Her caring warmth had soothed him. However, now that they were travelling with just the two of them again, it just wasn't possible. Master just wasn't the type of person to hug and make it all better.

Especially not now, as the swordsman seemed colder. Perhaps Master missed Osumi-san as well?

So maybe it was just natural that Kenshin turned to the spirit-friend in search of comfort and caring. Helpfully, it had reminded him of the warm things making up the wall separating them. So, slowly, when he felt like he needed the reassurance of warm comforting feelings and memories, he had taken to widening the hole in the wall.

It had an additional use of being good for training, now that Master had begun teaching him to use coldness – ki – to better sense people. And doing that was easier when he had more coldness in his side of the wall to use.

However, he hadn't continued to take down the wall too often, because first of all, it was a really tiring effort. Secondly, Kenshin had noticed that when he removed the pieces of the wall they would _disappear._

It was a little bit frightening, in truth.

While the making of the wall felt good, they were also memories. And though they weren't particularly important memories, Kenshin didn't like losing them. So, he had reasoned to touch them and widen the gap in the wall only when it was needed.

However, despite the bad and unsettling things, learning to wield the sword was fun. Kenshin liked the thought of growing strong like Master. Then he, too, could protect the people and no one could ever take away the people he cared about.

During these spring and early summer months they had been travelling again, Master had taught him two more katas and had begun to spar with him. Well, it was more like Master would tell him to attack, and when he did, Master would swat him away like a fly. But it was fun. It was something _new _and it felt more real than the endless repetitions of basic strikes and dance-like katas.

"How many have you counted, Kenshin?"

_Eeeep!_ _Master is back!_ Kenshin scrambled up from the soft forest floor where he had been lying, hiding.

_How many was...? Ah, ah – there was that one, and three and nine, so that made…_

"Thirteen!"

And Master nodded. "Correct. You are getting more accurate. You even noticed the three on the west end of the camp this time." With those words, the older man turned and started trekking back to the road through the forest.

_Master feels warm. _Kenshin gaped, his mouth hanging open.

It felt like approval. A smile rose to his lips and he rushed to follow. For that warm feel and nod, he would do everything and anything.

Master walked ahead with long strides as he always did, but despite the dry and hardened roadside, he hardly made any noise. It was the same, no matter where he walked. It was curious and Kenshin had been trying to copy it, because it seemed a really cool thing. And maybe, someday, he could surprise Master too, and not always be the startled one.

They reached the road after a mile or so, and headed eastward. Master had said that they were travelling to Bizen domain for the moment. He hadn't mentioned why, but he hardly ever explained his reasoning to Kenshin, so that was nothing new.

To be perfectly honest, Kenshin was quite certain that the swordsman didn't know why either, that he would just go where he felt like going. It didn't seem to be a useful way to travel, but then again because of it, Kenshin was constantly seeing new places. They would stop at villages to restock, and when the money was running low, Master would find work.

They made camp near sunset like usual. Master made the fire, leaving Kenshin to root around their supplies, looking for kettle and rice. For a while now, Kenshin had been trying to learn to cook for them. Of course, he made mistakes all the time, burned the rise or committed other embarrassing errors, but Master didn't comment on it much. It wasn't out of kindness or tact, thought, but because the older man wasn't any better at it, really.

On the other hand, thanks to Osumi-san's lessons, Kenshin had some idea how to get better. Still, despite the fact that he had kind of grown to like cooking, occasionally he couldn't help but miss Osumi-san and her food.

After the meal, Master started to write a short text on the ground. This was a new development in Kenshin's reading lessons. Master would write out something for him to attempt to figure out. Apparently, the swordsman was of the opinion that if he had been listening, he should be able to recognize quite a few of the common picture words by now.

The texts that Master wrote were always short and weird. But for some reason when Kenshin stopped to think on them, they always seemed to contain some message, some piece of wisdom or observation. It felt like Master was testing him. But also, on some days, the texts seemed to have no point at all but to sound good when read out loud or to be beautiful. So, though, it was tricky to make sense of them, Kenshin had come to enjoy the challenge of it.

It was like a game of riddles.

The one that he was at the moment trying to solve sounded more like of the pretty sort. _Spirit... Water. Sea. Light…_

"What does this one mean?"

"Firefly."

_Huh, Firefly? Okay then… Time. Peace._ It took him a while to figure out all the letters, but when he did, it was easier to figure out the meaning out loud.

"Spirit like water in sea… lights of fireflies end, time for peace."

The first line sounded a bit familiar, but then again, Kenshin was quite familiar with spirits. And he had always felt like the coldness was similar to water. _But, if spirit is like water and everything has a spirit, wouldn't the coldness feel more like the sea?_

_But some people, especially men with weapons, can feel really bright with their coldness, almost like a light in anger._ Now that Kenshin thought about it, it was almost exactly like fireflies would look like when flying above a lake in the evening.

_End - like killed? Time for peace? But that's what Master did today! He killed the angry lights in the sea of coldness for peace! _Kenshin smiled, happy in realization. "It's an observation of what happened today."

Master nodded, and asked with a low rumble, "You didn't have any living memories today, Kenshin?"

"No, not today," Kenshin answered readily enough. He had learned to trust Master and tell him of these things when asked.

And it wasn't like he would get scared nowadays of just feeling with the ki how the bandits died. He knew what was happening, and while he still had trouble accepting the idea of killing, he kinda understood why Master was doing it. It was for a good purpose.

Helping people was a good thing.

Besides, it wasn't killing, exactly, that caused the living memories, but more like…

"It's the smell of blood. Screams, shouts." Kenshin tried to explain it out loud. "I didn't see much then, so just seeing it happen doesn't remind me so badly or even hurt that much, but… When I hear the shouts or smell the blood, it just brings it right back."

"Hmm. You will get used to it in time, but it's not something to hurry with," Master conceded. "Alright, let me see your third Kata. It may be time to teach you a new one. Did you get tired with ki earlier?"

"Not really."

And with those words, Kenshin stood up and picked up his sword, and started to go through the latest kata. He really wanted to get to a new one already.

* * *

><p>In the middle of the summer, early in the seventh month, Master took him to a waterfall and declared that they would camp there for a while. When Kenshin asked why, the only answer he had gotten to justify this odd development was that Master felt that it was a good training spot.<p>

For what training the shallow pond, slow river and waterfall could be any good for was unclear. Well, before Master had ordered Kenshin to spar with him.

The cool water had felt really good against the bare skin, constantly sweaty from the scorching sun. But sparring in the water?

After a short while, it felt like Kenshin's legs were made from lead!

And Master just smirked. "Your arms have gotten stronger and you have good stamina, but your legs need some strength, too. This will help with that."

That explained why they were suddenly stopping during the best time for getting work and gathering travel funds. Kenshin felt a bit touched, really. He shouldn't forget that Master did care, in his own way.

It was all because of that one discussion, when he was told straight that he couldn't _ever_ learn to fight exactly like Master.

Master had shaken his head before remarking thoughtfully, "You are small, and I doubt that you will ever gain enough mass or strength to overpower most men, so it doesn't make any sense to teach you my style. No. At heart, Hiten Mitsurugi is about ki and how to use it as a tool to strengthen the attacks. The basic swordsmanship is always taught to suit the apprentice. My style is for strength. Obviously, it won't suit you. No, we will need to find a way to use your size to your advantage. The most logical solution to that is speed."

Back then, Kenshin had wondered about the words quite a bit. Master's opinion wasn't very nice and it hurt… but he could understand it, a bit. After all, big and strong boys would grow to be big strong men, everybody knew that and he just wasn't like that. If there was a way for him to be a good swordsman, he would learn it. He wouldn't be weak_, never _again_. _

_No. I will grow strong, to protect people just like Master... that's a dream worth fighting for._

So they sparred in the water. When Kenshin couldn't move any more, Master would have him do repetitions of basic strikes under the waterfall. He would go to sleep utterly exhausted, every muscle screaming in protest.

Week after week, every day was filled with hard work and exercise.

But no matter how hard Kenshin worked, Master would scowl. Even before, the swordsman hadn't been an easy man to please… but during the training at the waterfall, it became an impossible task to gain Master's approval.

It worried him, if he was perfectly honest. He had been working as hard as he could, doing repetitions until he simply couldn't anymore, never slacking, never complaining…

So one late summer evening, he finally managed to win his hesitations and asked the swordsman about it. Master frowned, ki growing oddly still… but then answered frankly, "You should have gotten faster by now, even if only a slightest amount. To be an effective swordsman, you will need to be a lot faster than others. Training in the water should help with that, but it doesn't seem to work. Not well enough."

With those words, Master rose and left him alone with his thoughts.

Kenshin retired early, mind filled with doubts and fears. No matter how he tried to avoid thinking bad things, they just seemed to pile up. If there was something in the world he wanted to avoid, it was disappointing Master. But if the hard training wasn't working, maybe it was because he was _different_ and simply couldn't become what Master wished?

It really shouldn't have been a surprise that the nightmares filled his sleep after that. This time, though, they were of villagers calling him _useless_, bad luck, foreigner, different, of their disapproving gazes and even being sold again.

When he woke up, he had wet the bed.

It only served to make him feel even worse. Why was he such a disappointment? No matter what he did, he was always too weak, just an odd foreigner, a crybaby that couldn't even sleep like normal people.

He _knew_ that Master wouldn't abandon him.

If Master wanted to get rid of him, he would have already done that. No. Master had promised that Kenshin was his student, and if the training didn't work, he would figure out another way for him to get better. That was what Master did; if there was a problem, he would solve it.

Or so Kenshin hoped.

The only thing he could do was to work as hard as he could. But still, there was this persistent fear that this waterfall training was doomed to fail, that it wouldn't do him any good.

Maybe he was just too small, too weak to be of use to anyone…

A week later at the beginning of their training session, Master introduced a new idea to Kenshin. "You have used ki to enhance your hearing before. But ki can also be used to strengthen the muscles. It's something that Hiten Mitsurugi style requires for advanced strikes. However, while it is very early and therefore dangerous to introduce the concept to you... perhaps we should attempt it."

_This is it! This, this can actually work!_ Kenshin thought enthusiastically, feeling relieved. After all, the coldness _had_ been the answer before. It was _his thing_. It had made the Master proud of him before.

I am _good_ with ki.

Kenshin knew this. It was like, if there was one thing in the world that made him special, made him actually worth something, it would be the coldness, the ki.

But…

When he had promised not to use the coldness without Master's permission, the spirit-friend had been disappointed in him. Kenshin had only _talked_ with spirit-friend after that, even though he knew that the spirit liked when he used the coldness. Maybe because of that, it just hadn't been the same, since.

Even when he had removed pieces of the wall to enhance his ki sense earlier in the summer, the spirit hadn't become any happier. No. It just hadn't been the same as during their time with Asano or in Osumi-san's house when they had done the hearing trick. It was like there was something wrong between him and the spirit. Unspoken. Maybe this would fix it?

"I think that it would be easiest to begin with directing the spiritual energy to the legs and using it to enhance jumps. It's where this type of training usually starts."

Kenshin nodded, for once understanding Master's logic easily. When he had drawn coldness to ears, it had made them work better, so it followed that drawing a trickle of the coldness to his legs would make them stronger, though this to the spirit-friend, sent a memory of his problems with the speed training and asked for help with the coldness.

Hesitation. Disagreement. Worry. Anger. Loneliness. Sadness. Anger at Master.

_…What? _Kenshin froze, utterly stunned. The spirit-friend had always been there for him, had been always willing to would it stop now?So he thought to it firmly, 'This is important. I need your help!'

'It won't work,' the spirit-friend finally answered with a whispering sound.

'Why?'

It felt like a good idea to him. After all, Master had suggested it and Master knew ki, too!

Anger at master. Disappointment. Jealousy. Hesitation.

And then a simple but firm whisper, 'No.'

Kenshin was suddenly pulled from his baffling almost-a-fight with his spirit-friend by Master's voice. "…need to gather your ki to your core. The next step is to visualize your leg muscles and then focus and let the blood flow to move the energy to your legs. When you feel steady output, then it's only a matter of control to make it useful to aid for the jump."

Kenshin couldn't help but stare at Master, mouth falling open.

_The spirit –my friend, who has been there for me so long, doesn't want to help me? And it's angry at me? At Master? So much that it refuses to help? And it said that my idea wouldn't work and… and…_

_…What the Master described isn't like what I did with the coldness earlier!_

Kenshin swallowed, feeling stuck…

And somehow he couldn't help but to remember how Master had shouted at him earlier, told him that he could kill himself for using ki the wrong way. And it had hurt and how his ears had bled just because he had used too much coldness – used it wrong.

But training in water wasn't working as it should. And no matter what, he couldn't disappoint Master.

_What should I do?_

Master was frowning at him. "Don't just stand there like an idiot. Go ahead and try it, Kenshin."

What was he supposed to do? To do as he thought was a good idea, which the spirit thought wouldn't work, but the spirit didn't often agree with him anyway… But the spirit had always known coldness better than him! It was made of the coldness. Of course it would know coldness better!

Or should he try to do as Master told him to do, which didn't make any sense at all?

And now the swordsman was frowning already. Would Master get angry at him for failing again? He couldn't fail, not again! Not when the Master had finally a figured out a way to get faster, that Kenshin agreed that could work…

_What am I supposed to do?_

"Idiot student. Focus. Take your head out of the clouds and focus! Try it out!"

So he did as Master told him to.

The spirit sent him a feeling of anger and disappointment.

* * *

><p>Master's disappointment had been getting steadily more obvious as the weeks passed, and now at the beginning of harvest season they left the waterfall, because the training hadn't been working out at all. Well, Master had said that the reason was that they had been running out of food supplies... but it was <em>a lie. <em>

They both knew the unspoken truth – the real reason – which was that _Kenshin was a failure_.

Now that they were on the road again, Kenshin still spent every free moment, every single day trying to figure out the ki and Master's instructions for using it. Not that it helped.

In truth, nothing seemed to help and failing day after day made him feel steadily worse. And while the spirit-friend was still there to talk to him, it refused to help out with the ki. When Kenshin asked about it, the spirit just said that it wouldn't work but didn't offer any other explanation at all.

Constant failure and stress made the nightmares worse. Even though there hadn't been any problems with the living memories for a while now, Kenshin couldn't sleep a night without having a nightmare about failing, people telling him how useless he was, being sold and recently, of Master telling that he wouldn't train him anymore.

He just didn't know what to do.

The core of the problem was, or so it seemed to him, that no matter how hard he tried or how Master tried, they didn't understand each other when it came to ki. What use was mediation, concentrating the ki to the core, using breathing exercises? Master's way of using it just didn't make any sense! It was like they both saw the ki in totally different way and couldn't use the other's methods at all.

One night, Kenshin was so sick and tired of the current standstill that he decided to risk it and experiment with his own idea of using coldness to his legs like he had done with his ears. When Master was hunting, he sneaked out of the camp to have some privacy.

At a good secluded spot, he started to gather the coldness to his side of the wall, just like he had done last winter. Drawing the trickle of coldness to his left leg took _forever_, but then when he was almost there… Kenshin realized that he had absolutely no idea where to direct it. It was just a moment's pause in concentration and a flare of panic, but it was enough to lose control of the trickle and it _splashed…_

"AAAAAAAHHHHH!"

…and his left leg burst out with absolutely terrible pain.

Tears gathered in his eyes and he bit his knuckles to fight the pain, but there was nothing else to do but to try to get the coldness away, away, away as fast as he Kenshin finally managed to get the ki away and rolled his pant leg up, he saw an ugly mess. The surface blood vessels of his leg had burst so badly that the thigh was all over bruised and it was already starting to swell.

It looked bad, but what was more horrible was how his leg ached_._

Staring at it, utterly scared and in panic, Kenshin tried to stifle a rising wail. He needed help, right now.

But Master was out there, hunting and he had no chance of finding the older man. He was too far away to scream for help, too.

The next choice was to get to the camp, and to their supplies.

_Oh god, it hurts! It hurts so badly._

Kenshin whimpered, but fought the pain and rose to stand. Then he started limping back to the camp for the good mile through the forest, just one painful step after another.

The aftermath was absolutely horrible.

Over anything else, even worse than the physical pain and reality of his failure, was Master's disappointment and scolding. It felt like the worst thing on earth to sit there silently and hear Master shouting at him, telling that he was "an idiot for risking his health" and reminding that Kenshin had promised to "never again use ki without instruction".

And his leg?

It hurt.

It hurt so badly that he couldn't walk more than a mile before needing to ask to take a break. Yet, no matter the pain and shame, it was almost worth if – if only because Master banned him from training or even trying to use ki for the next two weeks. Being sick and healing was as good of an excuse as it could get from the constant feeling of failure, of coming to realize that he was as useless with the sword as he was with everything else.

But when his leg was almost healed and it was time to resume the training again, then came the worst blow of them all. Master called his attention, his face still like a mask, not giving out any hint of his feelings, and spoke calmly, "Let's move on to other things with your training. It was too early to introduce you to ki. You are too young for it."

The only thing Kenshin had been truly good at was now the source of his greatest failure.

* * *

><p><em>AN: Edited first by Chie in 2013, then again 14.11.2015 by BelovedStranger.<em>
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**Chapter 10. Impossible Choices**

Master took them back to Suo prefecture in the late autumn of that year – the fourth year of Ansei. They visited a temple where Master's teacher, the old Hiko Seijuuro the 12th, had been buried to pay their respects.

At Kenshin's shy request, they took time to visit Shinta's graveyard as well.

When he knelt in front of Kasumi's grave, Kenshin realized that he had been with Master for a whole year now. He hadn't really noticed the time before. But, somehow, it also made him feel grateful that Master had found him in this lonely graveyard. Back then, he hadn't really understood it, but Master had quite likely saved his life.

So as he made a small prayer for Kasumi, Akane and Sakura, just like Master said was a common practice, Kenshin took extra time to thank them for giving him the chance to live. And then, he thanked Kasumi especially, because she had told him to keep living for her.

It hadn't been easy since the sickness that swept over his family… but all in all, life was good now.

After that, they had travelled to the Nagato prefecture, where Master led him to a small lonely house on a mountainside. Master had looked weird when they had got there, like he was seeing something in the empty abandoned cottage. But when Kenshin asked about it, the swordsman had just said that it used to belong to his teacher and it was where Master had spent most of his training years.

The house had been abandoned for years and it was in great disarray. Everything was dusty, creaky and smelly. The roofing had gone bad in some spots, too, so the first task Master took upon himself was to fix it. Kenshin's duties were mostly cleaning. Then came the restocking for the winter; the old abandoned cottage had no food, firewood or other necessities stored. Almost all of Master's painfully earned money went to buying what they needed.

Truthfully, Kenshin was a little terrified to see all that money spent in mere days.

Master saw his apprehension, and explained to him gruffly, "It's only money – and as such, only useful for buying necessities. There is no point in hoarding it. Besides, it's better to stay in one location for the winter, rather than to risk it on the road."

Remembering last winter, Kenshin could only agree. Travelling in snow had been quite awful, not to mention sleeping in the freezing weather…

When Kenshin had the chance and some time alone, he still occasionally tried to figure out the trick of using coldness to strengthen his muscles for speed and better jumps. For some reason, his failure seemed to gnaw at him endlessly.

Maybe it was because he wasn't used to failure, for not figuring things out on his own. One way or another, he had always managed to solve his problems. It was a deep conviction in him that if he just tried hard enough, there was always a way.

Or maybe it was just he was too stubborn to let go, to stop trying.

However, because of the failure, he was angry at the spirit, feeling like it had betrayed him in some way. He hadn't felt like talking to it because of that either. Maybe it was unfair of him, but he couldn't help but to feel his failure was the spirit's fault.

When Master had abandoned the speed-training and ki-training as inefficient, he had moved Kenshin to focus his time on agility. So now Kenshin's days were filled with regular stretching and gymnastics practices, like standing on his hands, doing cartwheels and flips. It was fun and challenging, almost enough that he could forget his ineptitudes.

Another good thing with new types of training was that it eased his panic and stress, and he didn't have to suffer nightmares so often either.

It seemed like he was really getting better, bit by bit.

The basic katas felt like second nature by now and he did the basic strikes mostly for form's sake and to keep his arms fit. Master had decreed him good enough at them and the sparring had gotten a lot more fun. They would spar at a faster pace and instead of kicking him away or flipping him to the ground, like he had been prone to do earlier, now Master would even occasionally tap him with the blade to mark the hit.

When Master was displeased, he would leave a scratch or bruise to remind him to keep his stance or to protect his form better. Because of that, it almost felt like they were fighting for real and Kenshin found the sparring a lot more appealing than the endless repetition of basics.

During the evenings and mornings, they would continue with the reading and writing lessons, and Master's word puzzles grew to be more complex. Kenshin really liked solving them, and one time he had dared to ask the swordsman where he came up with them.

"They are poems, not riddles. But as where they are from, well… Some I have read before and just recite to you. But mostly, they are of my own composition."

"You make these up? But they are really good! You should write them down so that other people could read them, too!" Kenshin exclaimed enthusiastically, trying to cover his surprise. He hadn't really thought of the surly swordsman as a person who liked playing with words.

"And how would you know if they are any good? With your literature experience? Idiot student," Master scoffed at him incredulously.

Kenshin knew by now not to take it personally, and didn't even get annoyed, but choose to stir the rice stew in the pot.

Lately, it seemed that Master had taken to calling him "idiot" more often, but it didn't matter.

In actual truth, he could very well be a real idiot when compared to the Master, but that wasn't the point. Rather, the important thing was the way Master said it. It wasn't an observation, but spoken in an amused tone, and Master's ki feeling slightly warm, like it was a pet name. Like "dear child" that Osumi-san used. And what came to their comparative intelligence, well... it was like he and Master just thought in very different ways.

_Just like how spirit and I always quarreled…_

Regarding the poems though, Kenshin decided to let the matter be for now. Master seemed a little bit embarrassed and harassing him right now wouldn't help at all. However, it didn't mean Kenshin couldn't mention it later again. And maybe, if he could get Master to write his riddles down and show them to someone, other people could enjoy them just like he did.

That night when Kenshin retired to his bedroll, he took his top to play with it. At first, he had hid the toy because he had been afraid of it being taken away. Then, he had kept hiding it because he hadn't wanted to be seen as a weak kid or ridiculed about playing with it so often by Master. But now, he just didn't have anything else for reassurance, so any of those silly worries didn't matter anymore.

The top was the last thing he had left of second-mother-Kasumi, and it was just easy to think of her encouraging and kind words when playing with it.

She had asked him to _live._

"Live for me," she had said, back when he had been Shinta.

This past year, he had done his best to fulfill her wish. No matter how hard it had been, even after Master had taken him in and given him the new name "Kenshin" and agreed to call him by his name, as a sign of respecting him as a person.

_A person. Not a slave. Not a thing like a kettle or a bucket. Not a child either, or anything else. Just a person in my own right._

Back at the graveyard, Kenshin hadn't had anyone; it had been just him and the spirit, alone. But now he didn't really have his friend anymore, either.

While the spirit was still there, it wasn't exactly a friend.

A friend was someone one could talk to no matter what happened. And yes, the spirit was still willing to talk to him, but it was angry at him. Before, it had been angry at people but never at him. To make it worse, he had absolutely no idea why the spirit was angry at him, either.

Kenshin huffed in annoyance, and turned to lie on his other side on the bedroll. Then he tied the string around the top's knob yet again and pulled - it started to move again, the pretty colors mixing together.

_Just why is the spirit so angry at me anyway? _

It didn't make any sense; he hadn't done anything wrong. _It_ was just being impossible and refused to understand. Kenshin's eyes opened wide and he stopped the spinning top abruptly.

It.

The spirit, the spirit-friend… it.

It didn't have a _name._

He had made sure to be called "Kenshin" and even rudely demanded it from Master, because he had wanted to be a person in his own right. He had insistent on being called by his name, because he hadn't wanted to be a _thing_.

But all this time he had been treating the spirit like it should always help him without getting anything in return. He had always just spoken to the spirit whenever he felt like doing so; always assuming it was ready to help him. Never thinking twice, never pausing to think at all.

All this time, he had used his friend – the only one who had always been there with him, who had always done everything it could to help him. And in return, he hadn't even treated the spirit as a _person_.

Utterly stunned by the realization, Kenshin tried to remember back to the spring… last summer, the early autumn. All those arguments with the spirit, how something just hadn't been right with them anymore. How he had felt that the spirit had betrayed him by not helping out.

Yet all that time he had left the spirit alone. He hadn't offered to help it in turn when it clearly wanted company and help. Instead, he had just scorned its selfishness.

Kenshin felt sick to his stomach.

He had tried his best to be fair and kind, a good boy like his mother had always wanted him to be. But all this time he had been a really bad friend to his oldest… no, his _only_ friend.

Swallowing softly, Kenshin turned to his back and tried to think of a way to make it better, to fix this mess.

When he had got caught for listening in to Osumi-san's and Master's private conversations, he had been asked to apologize for his rudeness.

An apology. It couldn't even begin to cover the hurt he had done the spirit, but it would be a good start.

Kenshin frowned and searched for the coldness inside him. There was the wall… the spirit had retreated almost fully to the other side and it felt very cold. Somehow, it seemed small, lonely and _weak_.

It was enough to make him feel he should cry in shame. He had done this to his only friend. But crying didn't help anyone; so instead, he gently nudged the spirit through the hole he had dug in the wall earlier.

It didn't answer.

Kenshin didn't relent, but sent a memory of his realizations to it.

A flicker of interest. A picture of the carved rock – prison. Anger. Sadness. Loneliness.

_'I'm sorry,'_ he thought to the spirit. _'I have been a bad friend to you.'_

A silence. But then…

'Yes.'

_'You didn't have to help me out with the speed training. I was wrong to demand it from you.'_

A stunned silence. But then… petting agreement.

Kenshin felt wetness in his eyes and sniffled. Kasumi's top clutched in his hands, he swallowed. _'I promised to help you, but I didn't. I left you alone. I am sorry. Please, forgive me.'_

For a while, nothing happened.

But then…

The petting comfort feeling.

It was like the best feeling in the world.

After that, for the rest of the night, Kenshin just talked with the spirit, for hours, nothing but talking and sharing memories. Not demanding anything, just sharing stories and agonies of training, the successes and failures. Telling how he hadn't managed to figure out the speed trick for muscles and how it had become a sore point for him. How he had tried to figure it out and always failed.

The spirit had then sent him a feeling of guilt. And then: 'One was angry with the boy… so one didn't want to tell… But truth is that one doesn't know.'

For a second, Kenshin felt a flicker of anger _- it didn't know? Why didn't it admit it right away? _

But, those words were very _odd_ for the spirit. Never before had it said something like that, and then Kenshin realized that the spirit-friend had answered to his apology with one of its own. The very first apology the spirit had ever made.

So, there was only one thing to do.

_'I forgive you.'_ Kenshin thought to the spirit and added a feeling of pride and fondness.

Maybe it was alright that the spirit didn't know either. It was for the best, really. They would figure out the speed trick with muscles and ki together.

After all, they were a team.

* * *

><p>The next day, Master went to hunt after training. Kenshin felt tired and asked to be left behind. Master had called him lazy but hadn't protested more. After all, living together one learned to let the other person have some space every now and then.<p>

So Kenshin sat on a rock near the house, next to the clearing they used for practice and idly drew shapes in the ground with his toe while speaking with the spirit. The current topic was about widening the hole in the wall, whether it would help with the training dilemma or not. The spirit thought that it could help to increase the amount of coldness to use, yes, but other than that… it wouldn't do much.

Somehow, Kenshin had drawn the letter for heart with his toe. He added "big" next to it without a second thought. Together the letters formed his former name, just like that. On a whim, he drew the letter for "sword"... added another "heart" next to it.

_My old and new name. Together, side by side._

An idea took him.

_'Would you like to have a name?' _

Hesitation. Questioning feeling.

_'It's just… every person should have a name. And you are a person,'_ Kenshin tried to explain.

The spirit didn't say anything. Instead, the coldness moved a bit like it was squirming inside him.

_'It is wonderful to be called by my name. I still really like it. And I think it would be something you would like, too.'_

Hesitation again… but then the petting agreement.

_'I was thinking… how we share the same body and how you knew me before… and how my name was "big heart" before and how it is now "sword heart" so… you could be "sword and big."'_

A small pause… but then…

'Kenta.' The spirits whispered softly, and send the petting agreement.

* * *

><p>The winter came and went, spent in the old Bastard's house. At first Hiko hadn't really wanted to return to the god forsaken flea infested little house in the middle of nowhere, because whatever he did, the Old Bastard would be looking over his shoulder there. But Osumi's words had kept haunting him and he had finally managed to swallow enough of his spite to return there.<p>

At first, it was just to check it out to see that it would be inhabitable. If not, he could just return to the road and find work in a city or something. But when they got to the familiar mountain, it hadn't hurt to see the house where he had lived most of his youth. Where he had killed the old man.

It hadn't hurt. He just felt numb.

And it was better for his apprentice.

So they had stayed.

The boy had progressed well enough, despite the disappointment in the summer's training. However, even if he was guiding the training to agility for the moment, he still resolved to keep the boy's physical training geared towards speed. Maybe the boy would grow to it. It wasn't like it was easy to condition speed to the muscles and then train a child to use the resources he had.

And Hiko finally admitted to himself, pushing the boy too hard had just stopped all the progress.

There seemed to be a trick to it. If he didn't push enough, the boy would stagnate, but if he pressed too hard the boy would stress, lose sleep to the nightmares and every wisp of progress would just melt into thin air.

So, he would just have to judge the situation better and adjust the training for the child's capabilities.

Osumi-san _had_ had certain wisdom in that.

She had said last winter that he couldn't treat Kenshin as a miniature adult. And though it took time to admit that he had misjudged the situation at the waterfall, he had finally given up and changed the approach and moved the boy to other forms of training.

Seeing the boy's incomprehension with ki and desperate tries with it… What had possessed him to introduce the ki as a method for strengthening the muscles this early, anyway?

Using ki internally was among the last steps of Hiten Mitsurugi. It was the key to special moves of the style, the final steps; the Kuzuryusen, to Amakakeru ryo no Hirameki… to the godlike speed. No. He should have stayed calm, even though the boy had displayed a unique talent with the hearing trick. He had just been impatient and seen the opportunity.

Besides, Ki was mostly used externally. There were other sword schools that had managed to incorporate it to their styles in that manner.

The internal usage demanded incredible control and innate talent. So much so that very few people could do it at all. It was not something people figured out by accident; after all, channeling the swordspirit could lead to serious muscle damage.

And losing control?

Well, when Hiko had been interested in creative applications of internal ki-usage as a boy, the Old Bastard had taken time to introduce him to a monk with similar talent. The man had tried something similar Kenshin had managed – enhance his vision with ki. But the monk's control had slipped and the blood vessels in his eyes had burst.

His apprentice had been _insanely lucky_ with the hearing trick.

But now as the spring had come, Hiko felt his restlessness stirring and it was time to go back to wandering. He had a duty and even an apprentice wouldn't deter him from it. The boy followed him where he went, despite his troubles in accepting Hiko's way of following the philosophy of Hiten Mitsurugi.

Not that it mattered. Kenshin _would_ get used to it.

The seasons ran, and during the summer of fifth year of Ansei, Hiko finally become annoyed enough at the noise the boy kept while walking and showed the trick how to find sure spots for steps, how to watch the surroundings and how to move silently.

They had made a game of it.

It wasn't all that hard to keep sneaking up on the kid until the boy figured out how to continuously use ki to locate him. Then the boy had asked if it would be possible to hide the ki presence.

Hiko had just smirked and tried to explain the concept – to spread it thin and suppress the flare. He had been waiting for Kenshin to catch up with that.

And it was a good way to ease back to training with the ki.

The boy had an unusually large and defined ki presence, but ki was like a muscle in a way – the more one used it, the easier time one had with it. And training served to increase the swordspirit. Maybe the earlier failure had been because the boy didn't have good enough control?

So they learned to mask and unmask ki and kept using the life-force to detect people. It was good training and the game was almost fun. The boy was getting pretty good at hiding. It was also useful because of Hiko's self-appointed mission to keep the roads and forest clear of vermin, he now wouldn't have to worry so much about the boy.

However, it was worrisome how many bandits and other outlaws there were, as well as other signs of general unrest. When they visited the villages and moved from prefecture to prefecture, Hiko had more and more difficulties passing the borders. He still managed to travel as a ronin, but it was clear that people had deep distrusts for the sort.

The boy's appearance kept gathering ugly looks whenever they stopped at the villages, as well.

It seemed like the country was slowly reaching a boiling point. Already there had been some talk of rebellion against the increasingly strict Shogunate.

At the early harvest season, they took time to visit Osumi-san in Matsue. The boy had been ecstatic to see the kind samurai lady again. She had been welcoming and asked them to stay for the night with a sly wink. Hiko had just smirked fondly at the minx.

However, visiting her house made it abundantly clear that he really should be firmer with teaching manners to the kid. Because during the delicious meal that Osumi-san had prepared, the kid had dared to demand him to show his poetry to her. Kenshin had claimed that other people should be able to read his words, too. Osumi-san, of course, had agreed with the boy while flashing a conspiring smile.

He couldn't really say no to that smile.

So he had recited a few of his better verses to the lady.

What had surprised him was that Osumi-san seemed to enjoy them as much as the boy had. And then she had suggested that he should write them down. Apparently she had a friend in Hagi, who could be interested in them and maybe, if the poems passed his critique, they could be used in a book.

It was a completely ridiculous idea, but damned it didn't please something in him. Crafting poems was just a hobby, and it helped to keep the boy's interest in reading practices. But if Osumi-san was also pleased with them, maybe the idea had some merit?

So during the next stop at a town, Hiko bought a proper paper and ink set.

A stray idea had him pushing Kenshin to try to write with the proper tools… and well, it shouldn't have been a surprise.

It really shouldn't have.

But the boy's handwriting was absolutely atrocious. Hiko felt like hitting himself. Teaching anyone to write with dirt and sticks for nearly two years… of course the pen would be held differently. But what was done was done, and it would take forever to correct the mistake. And the boy, no matter Hiko's attempts to educate him, was a country bumpkin through and through. Maybe the skills would serve the Kenshin's needs as they were.

In Hagi, they met up with Osumi-san's friend, Kawase-san, who according to Osumi-san would have knowledge and interest in poetry. And surprisingly, after Hiko had given the man a few of his works to read, the reaction had been positive. One thing led to another, and after some discussion, Kawase-san had endeavored to buy the poems for publishing them in a poetry collection.

To say that Hiko was unsure about the idea was a severe understatement, especially after Kawase-san had asked what name the poems should be published under.

The honorable name of Hiko Seijuuro was an inherited one through the sword style and shouldn't be used for other efforts. And if by some miracle his poems would bring fame, well it wouldn't do to use the name that should be only known for its efforts in defense of the common people.

…But to publish his words, well, the temptation was there.

Hiko knew that he was a vain and prideful man. And to gain recognition for his talents was too good a lure to pass up. So, he had smirked and agreed to Kawase-san's proposition. "Let's just use the name Kii no Hiroto."

And the agreement was made. And they agreed that when Hiko had more, he should bring them first to Kawase-san in Hagi again.

Kenshin had been smug as a cat after they left the town with money bag pleasantly heavy.

Hiko had made the boy sweat it out with practice. It wouldn't do for the idiot student to know that he had managed to prompt Hiko to such insanity.

The little brat was already bad for his resolve.

He hadn't even remembered to buy Sake in ages.

* * *

><p>It was spring again, the sixth year of Ansei apparently, and Kenshin was currently balancing on top of a cut bamboo tree. It was a new exercise. Master would cut trees and had him trying to balance on top of the cut – a bit like with how Kasumi's top would balance on the sharp tip. But the boy couldn't spin to make it easier.<p>

No.

He had to just try to figure out how not to fall.

And Master liked to make it hard by making the cut higher and higher. This one was at the height of Kenshin's waist.

He had now spent three winters with Master and had grown quite a bit over the last one. So the first thing they did when coming down from the mountain after getting Master a job was to use the pay to buy new clothes for Kenshin. He now had a new shirt and pants. The pants were a funny light purple color. It looked girlish. Maybe that was why they had been cheap? He _had_ protested having to wear such a color, but then again… new was new.

To make up for the indignity, well. No. Kenshin just wished it would be so, but it was most likely because of the training that Master had bought him also gauntlets to protect his hands. They were simple, just cloth and leather, that had metal plates in the back of his hand and forearm.

But they were _cool_.

They made him look like a warrior. The spirit – Kenta – agreed that they were awesome.

During the seclusion in the winter, Master had taken to teaching him simple mathematics. Kenshin didn't know what he had done to the older man to earn this torture. Math was hard. The reading and writing lessons continued with the poetry, and he was getting quite good at reading. Master would every now and then write up poems for Kawase-san.

Lately, Kenshin had been left to do all the chores in the house. He would cook, clean, fetch the water, chop the firewood, sew the clothes and do the laundry. When he complained it was unfair, Master had just remarked that it was time for him to earn his keep. And besides, did he have anything more important to do during the quiet winters?

There wasn't anything he could think to counter that, so he had just accepted his fate. After all, living and training with Master had settled into a routine. It was a comfortable one.

The friendship with the spirit, Kenta, had also grown tighter. When Master would go to train or wanted to be alone, Kenshin would have time to spend with his friend.

The trick of using the ki for speed was still evading him. The two friends had tried everything they could think of to figure it out, but to no avail. Well, unless one counted few instances of spectacular bruises and faint limping the next day that Kenshin always did his best to hide from Master. If asked… _well, in a way it was muscle ache and growing pains… wasn't it?_

The constant failure was a sore point but he refused to give up.

Every now and then, he would widen the hole in the wall, and the good feelings from touching the things in the wall kept reminding him of why he trained. Also, Kasumi's top was something he still kept always with him.

Kenta had flowed more to his side of the wall. It made talking with the spirit easier and using the coldness to sense Master's movements had become like a second nature now. Kenta didn't like when Master sneaked up on them and kept a constant watch. It was also probably because Master claimed that Kenshin shouldn't have his "head in the clouds". It was disgraceful and a bad habit according the older man. So, whenever the swordsman caught Kenshin talking with the spirit-friend, he would make a mean remark about it.

Those remarks usually ended with "Idiot student!"

Kenta really didn't like Master calling them names. Kenshin didn't mind the habit, but it felt good to know that the spirit was on his side.

The sword training had become like second nature, and was nowadays more focused on sparring. Kenshin _loved_ it, even though Master had started to score hits more often. Whenever he made a mistake or left an opening in his defenses, Master would cut or bruise him as a reminder. He didn't mind, the pain was an old friend by now and it just meant that the swordsman trusted him to handle it.

The physical training had started to include even more challenging balancing and agility training. Kenshin suspected that it was something that Master wanted him to be able to combine with his swordsmanship later. Thus, balancing on bamboo poles.

'Master is coming west,' the spirit whispered.

And there it was, the familiar feeling of coldness. Kenshin stood straighter. It wouldn't do to slouch in front of the older man.

Master stepped out from the forest, carrying a couple of rabbits by their ears. "How is it going?"

"Good," Kenshin answered, trying to focus. Somehow Master's presence made balancing harder. It was almost like the bamboo pole swayed more.

Master stepped closer, making a clear show of the rabbits. "Some meat for dinner."

Kenshin just grunted.

"Catch."

…and he threw the rabbits to Kenshin.

"…aaaaaAh! Ow. Ow. Ow."

"You need to focus, idiot student!"

'He just had to do that… didn't he?' Kenshin grumbled to the spirit. 'And it was going so well…'

"And get your head out of the clouds! Idiot student! It's no wonder that you fall down so often the way you keep…"

_Oh yes, business as usual._

* * *

><p>"Oh, it's so romantic."<p>

"A nobleman's son, taken as a hostage to keep the peace."

"And when he was required to return to marry a woman of his father's choosing…"

"The young man returns… handsome, riding a white steed and dressed in white."

"Oh no, I know what happens!"

"The young lord, nah… the prince declines!"

"Yes! He has fallen in love with another!"

"No! He doesn't want to rule!"

"Quiet now! It's my story!"

"The young lord returns… but says that he cannot marry, for he has a _duty_."

"Ooooh."

Giggle.

"And… when the old lord demands that he has a duty to his family, the young prince…"

"… just disappears," all three voices chanted together.

"Oooh. I love that story. I wonder what happened to the prince."

"No one knows. It's a mystery."

"And the best thing is, they say that it really happened with the noble family of Kii."

"No way!"

"Yes! And that new poet that everybody talks about has the same name as the young lord!"

"You are making that up."

"No! It's the truth!"

"It's not like it would ever happen. But imagine it, a lord abandoning his duty to the family for art?"

"A scandal!"

"But so mysterious."

"Ah."

Kenshin shook his head and scoffed at the ridiculous story, but didn't voice his opinion. At first, the tale had sounded interesting, but truthfully, the reason he had really listened to it had nothing to do with the story.

Rather, it was the three pretty girls dressed in fine kimono and wearing pale face paint who had caught his attention. It was like they were proper ladies, even finer than Osumi-san. Kenshin had never seen anything like them before. So when Master had given him some money to spend while he went to talk with Kawase-san, well it had been almost a given thing to follow them.

The girls stopped every now and then to look at the vendor stalls in the middle of the sunny streets of Hagi's market place, which was filled with people. It wasn't easy to follow the girls, but he had gotten really good at sneaking around. And keeping track of the girl's soft ki presences, almost faint enough to fade in the sea of coldness, it was fun.

Kenta enjoyed the challenge of it, also.

But most importantly to Kenshin, the girls were something new and pretty. He almost wanted to go talk to them. To ask them questions; why were they dressed so prettily? What was the white paint for? Was it hard to walk on the high wooden clogs? They looked to be a bit older than him, but they were not quite adults, so maybe they wouldn't mind?

He had almost gathered his courage to go talk to them when one of them, the youngest in a red kimono, saw him and paused to stare.

Kenshin immediately shied away, and hid behind a vendor stall.

"Hey, look… a foreigner."

"What?"

"I saw a foreign kid back there."

"No way! How did you know it was foreigner?"

"The kid – I think it was a boy. At least, it was dressed like a boy. Really ragtag though. But… he had red hair."

"Kimiko-chan, don't joke. No one has red hair. At least proper people don't. It would look so ugly."

"It was red and yes. It looked _so_ weird, really ugly."

"Where do you think you saw the foreigner?"

"Just behind us."

A small laugh. "There is no one there."

"There was! I saw it! Dressed in rags, red hair, really pale skin and pale eyes!"

"Now I know that you are making that up. Are you sure you are not describing a demon from a kabuki play?"

Mocking giggle.

"Kimiko-chan, you are so simple. If it was a foreigner, he would be rich. Everyone knows that foreigners are rich."

"And he wouldn't be alone! A foreigner would have bodyguards!"

With that, the girls turned and walked away. The one in red, Kimiko-chan turned to look back once. Kenshin didn't feel like following them anymore.

* * *

><p>When Hiko came back from his meeting with Kawase-san, he was feeling extraordinary pleased with himself. His poetry had sold well, and in addition to wanting more of his poems, Kawase-san had paid him quite a bit more than Hiko had ever imagined something like art would earn him.<p>

Now he wouldn't have to look for escort jobs in a while. He really didn't care much for escorting the greedy merchants or doing bodyguard work. He didn't like using his swordsmanship for his own gain; it just didn't sit right with him. The sword of Mitsurugi was for the protection of the common people, not for his selfish needs. But then again, the money was a necessary evil for living.

He had found his apprentice waiting for him just outside the publishers shop looking surly as only a teenager could ever be. Kenshin was still small and scrawnier than Hiko hoped for a kid of ten years old, but then again, it wasn't like that was likely to change.

The boy's speed hadn't been improving in spite of the hard physical training, so Hiko had started to look for other options. The boy had talent with balancing and gymnastics, and the agility training had produced very good results so far. But a small and agile swordsman, what would work out with that combo to produce the sort of ability Hiten Mitsurugi demanded? Speed was the logical answer. But then again, not every small fighter specialized in speed.

Well, at least some of the ki training had worked out fine thus far. Not the internal usage but sensing and masking the swordspirit. Maybe he could start introducing external ki usage soon? Douryusen would be a perfect place to start.

_Kenshin is really subdued, though. What is up with that? _He had given the boy time off to explore and some money to spend. It should have made the kid happy, shouldn't it?

"Why the long face, Kenshin?" Hiko finally asked.

"Why don't people like foreigners?"

Ah,he should have known. Someone must have remarked something aloud about the foreigners. Hagi wasn't a particularly nice place for Westerners at the moment, with all that Yoshida Shoin business and the "Sonno Joi" nonsense. Well, Choshuu radicals could do whatever they wished as far as Hiko was concerned. But how to explain to the kid what was brewing in politics?

Not damn much, not without giving the naïve kid a bone to hang on to. Hiko swore the kid would never let a matter be. It was like that poetry nonsense – Kenshin had gotten an idea and a year later found a way to _push_ it. There was no way that Hiko would clue the kid in to politics.

No, it was far better to redirect that attention and focus on the heart of the issue. Kenshin was at the age where everything revolved around him. So, it wouldn't be about politics. No, it would be about that _damn hair_.

"Someone commented on your hair again?"

"Yes."

"You shouldn't pay attention to other people's issues. If it bothers you, cover your damn hair or something."

A silence. But then…

"Yes, Master."

"You want me to buy you a hat?"

"No."

"Or even better, use your own money to buy a hat. Then I wouldn't have to keep seeing you lose your head in the clouds!"

"Master!"

With a laugh, Hiko kept walking. The boy followed, already seeming to be in a better mood. Who knew that teasing the brat could be fun?

And it distracted the kid.

A perfect solution to the problem, indeed!

* * *

><p>For some reason, Hiko's feet led them north after Hagi. They followed the coastal line with a comfortable pace. The summer was hot, but the breeze kept it pleasant enough. They didn't encounter much trouble and Hiko kept the boy busy with different exercises on top walking. They would camp early and the boy would cook for them. He had gotten better at it, Hiko thought approvingly. Osumi had given the boy the basics and from there the experience had taken over.<p>

She really was a remarkable woman, educated but retaining her sense of humor. She had pride in her skills, and a practical sort of wisdom that Hiko couldn't help but to approve of. He had found himself thinking about her more often, and of her constant good advice concerning Kenshin. Hiko was fairly sure that he would have managed just fine on his own, but Osumi had given him a lot to think on. And it didn't hurt that she was a generous woman in every way.

Occasionally, when the mood struck him, Hiko would wonder what he would be like if the world was different. If he didn't have his duty, if he was the marrying sort, Osumi would be just the kind of woman he could see himself falling in love with.

But the world was what it was.

He had his apprentice and his duty. He was content.

But still, when they reached Izumo, it was almost logical to head for Matsue as well. After all, Osumi-san had been delighted whenever they had taken time to visit her. Kenshin also recognized that they were near Matsue. So together the pair headed eagerly to the small coastal town.

* * *

><p>"I am getting older."<p>

Osumi's father, the old samurai Isamu-san, noted calmly.

Hiko was again sharing a drink with the older gentleman. He had grown to like the Samurai, in his own way and just nodded at the remark. What need was there to add any words to the observation? Truth was what it was.

The sake tasted sweet. He hadn't had any in ages. Hadn't really thought about it, either. He just hadn't felt the need to buy the rice wine. But now, it just tasted good. Hiko didn't feel even a hint of his former need to drink for numbness; to forget… but just enjoyed the taste.

"Osumi, too, is getting older."

"So are all of us. Even my apprentice has grown. I don't know whether to be glad of it or to be disappointed about it."

"Ah yes, the boy. He displayed better manners this time, almost enough to pass for a lad of proper name."

Hiko couldn't help laughing at that. "Oh, Kenshin is a country bumpkin through and through. But one does what one can."

"My daughter seemed delighted to see him. You as well." The older man looked at him with a sideways glance.

_Ah, this… _Hiko looked away. He knew that the old man knew of his _closeness_ with Osumi-san. It wasn't proper. Most fathers wouldn't have stood for it. But Osumi was a widow with a strong will and absolutely no hesitation to lash her tongue. And she was Isamu-san's only daughter, so the older man wasn't willing to press the issue, much.

Still, there was no need to rise to the bait. It would serve no purpose to argue about it. No, for now it was better to derail the conversation, Hiko thought with a frown. "The unrest is growing in the south."

"Mmmhm. Tokugawa is growing desperate. The foreigners keep pushing and the system is growing unstable. Has the situation been getting worse in the countryside?"

"It's getting grim. Taxes are growing heavy to bear. There are more outlaws… and ronin. It's making travelling more difficult."

"Ah."

The old man fell silent, looking down at his saucer of sake, letting his thumb trail the side of the cup thoughtfully.

"I liked your Master," Isamu remarked, but didn't look up. "I don't know you well, but my daughter holds you in high regard. I have no heir."

Hiko froze.

"I would like to have you as my son. Through marriage or through adoption, it doesn't matter to me which."

_Oh no. This…_

"I would prefer you to marry Osumi. She would be happy with you, I think."

Hiko swallowed_. Distract. Avoid. Buy time. _And he choked out, "Have you discussed this with her?"

"I have inquired. She told me she wouldn't say no. She would even accept the boy into her household."

"I…."

"Think about it."

And with that, the old Samurai rose and patted his shoulder, walking away with heavy steps, letting a slight limp in his left leg show. It hadn't been there last year. Shiomi Isamu, the man was white and crooked, way over sixty, Hiko knew.

_But how can I get out of this?_

_Do I even want to get out of this?_

If it had been a simple offer of marriage, Hiko could have easily declined. But this was a beautiful trap in its simplicity. Everything a ronin would ever want; a good name, good connections, wealth, and a wonderful woman.

_A home._

It had been so long ago that Hiko had had a home.

He still had his duty to Hiten Mitsurugi, but the duty had chafed, been heavy on his shoulders. He had been avoiding it, if he was honest with himself. He had taken to training Kenshin in good remote locations and cleared the vermin on the way, but he hadn't really been seeking more proper ways to protect the people as he had sworn to do. He hadn't been fulfilling his promise to the Old Bastard as well as he could have.

And he had an apprentice now.

When he had trained Kenshin, in time he could pass down the mantle of Hiko Seijuuro. Why couldn't he just accept this generous offer and enjoy life?

He could be happy here. Kenshin's training would be easy to complete when he wished to – after all, staying in one place gave him better chances to train the boy.

But, when the Old Bastard had taken him in, taught him, and then he had returned home. It had all seemed so bitter and _shallow_ compared to the simple truth and beauty of Hiten Mitsurugi swordsmanship. And the principles of the sword had seemed true, so appealing compared to the measly cesspit of lies and politics, family duties and constant betrayal of noble life. It had been an easy answer then.

_Why isn't it now?_

_During these three years, have I lost my way?_ _My belief in the truest philosophies of Hiten Mitsurugi? My dedication to help those in need?_

It was a stunning realization.

* * *

><p>Kenshin had spent the evening with Osumi-san. She seemed happy to have him there with her and had asked about their journeys and Kenshin's training.<p>

Her kind questions were opened a floodgate. After all, it wasn't often that Kenshin had a chance to spend time with other people other than Master or Kenta. Especially with people who liked him. And above anything else, he trusted Osumi-san, which was the reason why, after some time, he managed to wind up to somewhat embarrassing waters. "I saw girls in Hagi. They were really pretty and dressed up nicely."

"Oh. Did you go talk to them?" she asked with an eager smile.

"No," Kenshin answered and frowned, thinking how to get to what he really wanted to know. "I followed them. I wanted to go talk to them… wanted to ask questions."

"But?"

"Then one of them saw me and stared. I couldn't help but to listen in, and they called me foreigner. I am not _foreigner_. Why do people keep calling me that?"

"Hmmm. You know it already, I think. You look different and people don't know what to think of different things. And some people are scared of anything different."

"I don't think I am scary," Kenshin whispered doubtfully, looking up to meet her kind brown eyes.

"Oh, you are not. But the thing is, since the foreigners came, the Shogun has had to agree to a lot of agreements that haven't been very good for the country. And the economy has been growing unstable. So the shogun has increased the taxation. It's making a lot of people angry right now. And scared of what will happen."

"So, it's because of foreigners that people are suffering?"

"Well, not exactly… but some people think so. They are saying "Sonno Joi" - "Revere the emperor, expel the barbarians", because they hope that it would make things better."

"Huh."

"Don't think too much about it. It doesn't concern you yet. But it's good to know, because if the "Sonno joi" movement gains popularity, just one look from unfriendly eyes and you could get into a dangerous situation because of what you look like."

Kenshin nodded, the seriousness in her words making a chill race down his spine.

_Maybe I should have bought the hat after all…_

* * *

><p>Osumi-san's father Isamu joined them at the morning meal.<p>

Kenshin didn't know what to think of the older man. He seemed nice enough, but sometimes it felt like the old Samurai didn't speak the same as he thought. And though the older man didn't seem to dislike him, not like most of the older people, he still seemed distant. So Kenshin endeavored to be really careful and polite in the old Samurai's presence. After all, they were quests in his house. And Osumi-san was his daughter. Saying or doing something rude would cause Osumi-san or Master to be ashamed of him.

Osumi-san had cooked the meal, like she always did. It was really good. And though Kenshin tried to figure out how she had made it so good, it was pretty useless. Perhaps it was like she told him back then when they first met; that everyone could cook, but for some people it was art.

Master looked really distant, like he was thinking hard about something. Osumi-san and Isamu-san seemed to be aware of it, but didn't offer any comments.

They enjoyed the meal in silence. When they were finishing up, Master said, "I am grateful for your hospitality and generosity, Isamu-san and Osumi-san. Unfortunately, I must decline. I have a duty and a student."

Osumi-san nodded sadly. Isamu-san frowned, but didn't say anything.

"Come on, Kenshin. It's time to go."

He didn't know what was going on, but everyone was really tense as they gathered their bags to leave.

Like usual, Osumi-san followed them to the gates and smiled at Master. However, her smile was far from her happy smiles. "I didn't think that you would take it. For whatever it's worth, I could have learned to love you."

"And I you," Master said in a weird voice. Kenshin didn't know what to think of it, but the tension and sadness seemed to hang around them.

_What were they waiting for? _Kenshin fidgeted, wanting to get back on the road but not voicing the opinion – it wasn't his place to interrupt.

Then, finally, Master turned and walked to the gate.

He stopped.

And with a look over his shoulder back to Osumi-san, he whispered, "Thank you."

* * *

><p><em>AN: Edited first by Chie in 2014, then again 04.01.2016 by BelovedStranger.<em>

_I would encourage you to google the names mentioned in this story. The people, political statements, places… all have significance. And what Osumi meant with her warning to Kenshin was the rising tension against foreigners, which not soon after lead to murders of foreign merchants and diplomats and caused all together nasty business, such as the bombardment of Kagoshima. Btw, Shiomi family of Matsue is also something of interest, as the house has been preserved as a museum and there are wonderful pictures available._


	12. The Burning Village

_AN: Now, the rapid time skipping slows down again for a bit. Two things to note about Kenshin's character and behavior in this chapter. Firstly, he is eleven years old and has finally reached a wonderful stage called puberty. Well, beginnings of it. No real growth spurts to be seen, or voice breaking yet… but there is certain belligerence that I cannot help but laugh at. Secondly, this is the closest he gets to being a normal teenage boy, ever._

_After this, it will all start to roll downhill._

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter 11. The Burning Village<strong>

That autumn, they wandered longer than usual and it was just before the snowfall that they reached 12th Master's house.

Master had been even more silent and serious than normal after leaving Matsue and had started to push Kenshin's training harder. Now he was learning to mix the gymnastic and balancing training with the swordsmanship, and Master had taken to trying to teach him how to channel his ki into the blade.

Kenshin and the spirit didn't understand much of Master's explanations of how ki was supposed to work, because it _still_ didn't make any sense.

However, they experimented in their own way whenever they had time alone. Not with much success, to be truthful. It felt like they had too little coldness to use. So Kenshin kept breaking down the wall. It was now about one third gone, and talking with Kenta and feeling it had become easier.

The sparring was starting to be more fun now, because Master wouldn't restrict them to the flat ground of the field next to the hut. No, they would spar everywhere: in snow, in water, on rocks, in the forest, while running, and now that Kenshin had been allowed to experiment with agility and gymnastics during the sparring?

In one word: awesome.

Of course, he had bruises to prove what didn't work. But the pain didn't matter. The training was new, it was challenging and he could now try to figure out new things with Master's blessing. It was like a dream come true. After all, he had wanted so long to figure out a way to surprise Master with little success.

_Well, of course it never works out, _Kenshin reasoned. Master was bigger, stronger, faster and knew every strike he knew. It had been hopeless, then.

_But now?_

Kenshin grinned in excitement.

Like him, Kenta liked the demanding training as well and the two friends had taken to the challenge with enthusiasm. It was just like one of those things one just had to do, no matter how difficult or unnecessary.

_Just like figuring out how to use the ki internally,_ Kenshin sighed. _Over two years of trying and not a single breakthrough._

Master had said that the physical training had made him somewhat faster, so there was a chance the speed approach to Kenshin's personal style could work in time. It was why Kenshin hadn't protested much about the constant jumping, or when Master had pushed him to train in deep snow. If he couldn't work out the speed trick with ki, he _would_ make at least the physical training work. It wasn't like he had many options; strength was out, overpowering, reach, all the other traditional ways of gaining an edge in swordsmanship just wouldn't work according to Master.

The sad fact was that Kenshin was just too small, too short and too thin. No matter how much he ate, he just wouldn't get bigger.

It was frustrating, that it was.

The most notable incident during the winter of Ansei 6th was a slight cooking mishap. As was their habit, Master and student saved money on foodstuff by spending some time to gather herbs, berries and mushrooms for storage in the autumns. These would be dried and used during the long winter. So, when Kenshin had cooked some of mushrooms from his self-picked batch, stewed nicely with the complimentary rice and meat for dinner one winter day, well….

It truly was a good thing Master hadn't been there. Kenshin truly didn't want to know what would have happened if Master had eaten it.

As it happened, Kenshin had eaten the food straight away. It tasted the best when just cooked and there was no point in waiting for Master when the older man was in one of his moods. It hadn't taken long for him to start seeing colors and start laugh.

Which hadn't been that bad, at the beginning.

But when he couldn't stop no matter how he tried, Kenshin had panicked.

Master had found him trashing on the floor, giggling, talking incoherently and crying. He had thrown a lot of their belongings around, kicked the cooking pot and broken their precious ceramic dishes. Basically, both Kenshin and the room had been a total mess.

It was only the next day when they had realized what had caused it. The dried mushrooms he had used for the food had been laughing mushrooms. Kenshin never, ever wanted to be reminded of the rant following the aftermath, or how he had been "Idiot student" for _weeks_.

In the spring, Master had gone straight to Hagi to inquire after the poems from Kawase-san. He had explained that last time the money had been surprisingly good and he didn't want to take escorting or bodyguard jobs if he could avoid it – because this year they would go wandering further and focus on helping people.

However, when Master came out of Kawase-san's shop, he felt and looked cold, sad, and a bit angry.

Kenshin was perplexed. Hadn't the poems paid as well as they should have?

"No. The poems paid out better than I expected. There was just… a letter for me."

"Oh. What did it say?"

"Osumi-san married a family friend. A Samurai. She just wanted to tell me that."

Kenshin didn't know what to say to that. He knew that Master and Osumi-san had liked each other, but it wasn't like they would have ever married and settled down to make a family together. Master just wasn't that sort of man. He didn't even like kids or staying in one place too long. The winters with him were already hard enough, but for him to stay permanently in one place?

And if Osumi-san had wanted to marry Master, she would have already, Kenshin reasoned. So, what was the problem?

Maybe Master was just jealous?

Some people he had seen were like that. They thought they had something but when they realized it wasn't so, they would get angry. Not to mention, some people didn't know how to share.

_Well, in that case, I just need to distract him._

"Should I buy a hat for you?" Kenshin asked with his most mischievous grin.

"What? Why, idiot student?"

"So that I wouldn't have to look at your face."

"Oh, get back here you brat! And getting a hat wouldn't even work. You are so short that even a basket wouldn't help!"

Laughing wildly, Kenshin sprinted ahead, dodging the people in Hagi's busy streets. Master followed at a more sedate pace.

* * *

><p>They travelled further away to northeast that summer, heading as far as provinces of Harima, Tango and Settsu. Master had taken to clearing out the bandit camps and hunting the outlaws with more vigor than ever before, saying that he had been neglecting his duties to the sword of Mitsurugi.<p>

Kenshin had wanted to help, but Master had forbidden it, claiming that he wasn't good enough yet.

Which was _not true._

He had gotten better. He had almost managed to score a hit few weeks ago while they were sparring!

Besides, Kenshin was now eleven years old and he had grown enough to be a serious contender in a fight, he really had! And how was he supposed to get better at fighting if he couldn't even fight real opponents? It wasn't like his training had included anything _new_ in ages. It was just the same old sparring after sparring, then some boring old kata to cool down or to warm up. And some useless lectures about meditation to help with the ki, something that Kenshin didn't want to consider about.

After all, it wasn't like _anything_ Master said about ki worked for him and Kenta.

Not that he and spirit had managed to figure internal or external ki usage, either. Not even when combining their forces and trying time after time, but well, it wasn't like every swordsman used ki to fight! Master had said so! Most swordsmen didn't even know ki properly – and in comparison to other styles, it was the ki that made Hiten Mitsurugi so powerful and special. And Kenshin and Kenta would learn to use ki, they definitely would. But, for the moment, their swordsmanship was good enough already!

_And moreover, maybe if I had a real fight, maybe me and Kenta could finally figure something out?_

Besides, how cool would it be to get _serious_; beat the bad guys and be all heroic and stuff?

And, and…. and if Master was fighting to help people for the honor of Hiten Mitsurugi, and Kenshin was the apprentice to the style, surely it was his duty to help out, too?

Kenta agreed with all these thoughts enthusiastically. The spirit was ridiculously eager for a fight, which was a bit funny considering that it _was_ a spirit without physical means to influence the world at all.

Unfortunately, Master didn't agree with any of these perfectly smart and logical sentiments and strictly forbade them from even _seeing_ the fights.

Kenshin and Kenta were not so easily deterred, thought. After a few close calls with them sneaking too close to the fighting, Master had finally had enough of their disobedience and left them to wait in the nearby villages whenever he intended to clear out bandits. "If you want to help the people, you can start by staying here, idiot student."

Now in the early summer, in the sixth month of Ansei seventh, they were in the province of Settsu and Kenshin was moodily picking weeds in a small rural village house's herb garden. The resident innkeeper, a former farmer called Kouta-san, had agreed to look after him when Master had left him here two days ago.

So, while Master was fighting the bad guys, Kenshin would get to do chores for a meal and a roof over his head. And he had been given a lot of them: washing laundry, doing dishes, carrying water, clearing out weeds from the herb gardens. Some brave warrior he was.

It was so unfair.

Kenshin had been learning to use the sword for nearly four years now! Practically forever. And he was good enough to help out. He was!

But it wasn't all bad. The farmer had a young daughter, Miya-chan, who would come to talk to Kenshin every now and then. She was really pretty and nice. But most importantly, she _liked_ talking with him. Never mind that she, too, found his hair odd, but according to her it didn't make him completely ugly. Or so she had said, and then giggled.

Kenshin didn't really understand why she would say something and giggle like that, but it didn't sound like an insult, so he tried to ignore his flare of temper. After all, Miya was the first person around his age he could talk to in ages.

"Why do you have a sword?" she asked him when they had talked the first time.

"I am a swordsman," he had answered. And it was the truth. But maybe, he also wanted to impress her a little bit. She was really pretty.

"Oh, do you know how to use it?"

"Of course!"

"Can you show me some time? I have never seen a boy swordsman."

"Yes!"

And it had been so simple.

From then on, Kenshin had an audience in Miya when he did his evening practice, and she had thought him really good, too. It was like, with her, he had someone other than Kenta who was on his side. Perhaps that was why Kenshin dared to tell Miya about Master and how he had been really unfair to him lately. How he only wanted to help, but how Master seemed to scorn the very thought.

Kenshin was angry about it, truly.

According to Miya, Master _was _unfair. How else could he learn if not by doing? Apparently, she had learned all she knew by practicing and helping out. Shouldn't it be so with swordsmanship, too? Then, she concluded these thoughts by adding that she wouldn't dare fight, because it would be scary. But if Kenshin did, he must be really brave, like a hero in the stories.

Of course Kenshin agreed. All he wanted was to be a hero, just like Master. Fight the bad guys, help the innocent and protect the people. It would be really cool to protect Miya.

Kenta agreed with him – it would be just perfect to join in Master's fights.

"Are you okay?" a nice shy voice asked all of sudden, startling him.

_Miya!_

Kenshin spun around, and grinned. "What? Why wouldn't I be okay?"

"You just stopped and stared ahead like forever. I have never seen anyone look like that."

"Ehhh…" Kenshin smiled awkwardly. _What to say… _"I just think about things like that."

And it was a truth, just one that wasn't anything embarrassing or mention Kenta in any way. As a rule, Kenshin didn't tell people about Kenta – it would make him seem even weirder than he already was.

"Oh… what did you think about?" she asked with a smile.

It was a nice smile and it didn't matter that she was missing a front tooth. For some reason, it made Kenshin feel really good when she smiled at him. "About fighting and how unfair Master is being."

"Again?" she sounded surprised.

Kenshin looked away, reddening a bit. _Well, it might be true that I have been a bit too vocal about it. But it's a big deal and really unfair!_

"Did you get your chores done already?" he attempted to distract her. It wouldn't do to talk about things that she didn't like. Otherwise, she would get bored and wouldn't like him anymore!

"Yes, almost. I still have to sweep the front yard."

He smiled at her. "And that can wait until the evening."

She nodded at him, pleased that he noted things like that. The day he had come here, she had explained that it didn't make any sense to sweep the yard in the middle of the day – it would only get the dust everywhere and she would have to do it again later when the farmers came back from the fields.

"So, you don't have anything to do now?" Kenshin didn't want to seem too eager but he was hopeful.

"Yes. I can keep you company. Have you a lot left?"

_Yes! Yes! Yes!_

"Ah, some. But we can talk while I do them!"

So no, staying in the village wasn't really all that bad.

* * *

><p>They had talked all afternoon. After Kenshin finished his chores, Miya had taken him to tour the village. It was a really small one and almost empty, with most residents working on the fields.<p>

They had been talking about training and fighting. Miya had admitted that she, too, would like to be brave and learn to fight. Kenshin had told her that of course she could. It wasn't like being brave was something only boys were allowed to be!

She had been doubtful about that.

They were just heading back to Miya's house when they saw movement and some dust rising on the road in the distance.

"Do you think it's your Master?"

"I don't know, but he was supposed to be back today."

"If it is, does that mean you will be leaving?"

"Well, if it is, I have to leave. Where he goes, I follow."

"I guess so…" she said unhappily.

"I don't think it's Master. There is too much dust."

"But who else would it be? No one comes here."

"Another traveler?"

"No. There are two… We should head back home."

"Aren't you curious?"

"No. Those are horses."

"You don't like horses?" Kenshin asked dubiously. He loved the big animals, and liked watching them whenever he saw them. And it was usually the Samurai who rode them when keeping the peace.

"I like horses just fine," Miya said testily, but led the way, almost running back to the house.

Kenshin followed. _What's going on with her?_

"Father! There are horses coming!" Miya yelled when they got in.

Miya's father, Kouta-san, had been a farmer until he had lost his hand. He used to be a real good at it too, or so Miya had told him, but after the accident he had to sell his land, and now he just looked after the property.

"Are you sure, Miya-chan?" he asked frantically.

"Yes. I saw them; there were two riders."

"This is bad. Your brothers haven't gotten back from Osaka yet." The older man frowned. "Let's see if we can reason with them."

"Who do you think is coming, Kouta-san?" Kenshin hesitantly asked. It didn't sound like the innkeeper and Miya were happy at all.

"Oh, I am quite sure that they are Samurai from the Kuto clan. You had better stay inside, boy," the older man said bit more harshly. Then he frowned, and looked worried. "This doesn't concern you. The same goes for you too, Miya-chan."

With those words, the farmer stepped outside.

Kenshin glanced at Miya, who looked worried, too. He smiled, and tilted his head in a silent question, and sneaked next to the wall to listen in. He wanted to know what was going on.

Miya shook her head in denial.

He waved his hand in silent invitation.

She looked at him, frowned again but then smiled a bit.

He smiled and held out his hand.

She took a step…

He raised a finger to his lips, shushed and then smiled. Then turned to look and listen in.

Miya tiptoed nearly silently next to him. Kenshin smiled, happy to have someone with him. Kouta-san was outside. The farmer felt cold, worried and angry.

_Why is he angry?_

There were two new ki presences, just like Miya had said and sounds of horses' hooves beating on the road.

And then there they were, samurai riding on horses. They had their paired swords, hair done in top-knot and they were dressed in fine kimono and hakama. But they didn't look very friendly, their sword spirit felt cold. Reserved. Prepared.

_For what?_

Whatever it was, Kouta-san seemed to have a reason to worry. Kenshin frowned. 'What do you think?' he asked Kenta, allowing it to look through his eyes.

'They look like Master when he has decided to do something,' the spirit whispered.

It was the same impression Kenshin had gotten, but compared to Master these men didn't seem like warriors. Oh, they were Samurai, definitely. At least, judging from manner and their dress, but though they had swords, they weren't very fit. One was tall and thin, and reminded Kenshin quite a bit of Master's poetry publisher Kawase-san. The other looked like an older fighter, scarred and mean, but at the same time it was clear that while he had once been in shape, nowadays he was too fond of food and sake to keep practicing.

"Are you Kouta of Arino?" the thin one asked on his perch on his horse. He sounded strict and commanding and looked at Miya's father like he was a bug or something nasty.

The older, meaner looking one dismounted. Miya shivered next to Kenshin, looking scared. Kenshin glanced at her and whispered, "Don't be afraid. Girls can be brave, too." He smiled encouragingly.

She smiled back. Her front teeth showed and the lack of one didn't make the smile any less pretty.

'Focus,' Kenta whispered and nudged him.

"I am Kouta."

"Good. By the order of our Lord Kuto, in the name of Shogun's decree and taxes, I will confiscate your property and evict you from the grounds."

_What? _Kenshin's eyes widened in shock. That… that would mean that Miya would lose her home!

There was a frightened gasp behind him.

"What? No! My sons are in Osaka selling our valuables. I will have the money for taxes when they come back!"

"My lord doesn't wait for empty promises."

"Please, have some mercy! If you could wait just a few days! My sons are coming soon!" Kouta-san bowed deeply, tried to touch the thin one's trouser leg.

"Don't touch your betters, you boor," the older fighter spat out and kicked Kouta-san.

Miya had begun to cry in terror. Kenshin couldn't believe his eyes. He, too, was shaking in disbelief and fright.

"Please," the farmer begged.

"These maggots don't understand proper speech these days. Just torch the building. The land is worth more without the hovel," the thin one said to the older fighter.

"Yes, that will work. Insures that the tenants leave, too," the older one agreed, absently kicking Kouta-san to the side. They heard a crack and Miya's father cried out in pain.

The Samurai grunted and spat, saying to Kouta-san, "Just take your stuff and leave."

Before Kenshin could even realize what was happening, Miya shot out through the door to her father. "Father!" she yelled. "Father, are you alright?" Kouta-san was wheezing, trying to endure the pain.

Miya looked angry. Angrier than Kenshin had ever seen her, and she yelled at the Samurai. "How could you treat Father so… You, you ugly and unfair and, and… evil men!"

"Hoo! The little girl has courage. More than the father," the old one said. "Just let it go, girl. Our lord has spoken and decreed it so."

The thin one dismounted the horse, and looked at the girl, smirking. "You know, little girl. For those words, I could kill you. An insult to your betters is a crime punishable by death."

"No! Don't touch my daughter! She didn't mean it! She is just a little girl! She doesn't know better! Have some mercy!"

"You still don't know your place, peasant. No, you are not even that. You are without land, wealth, possessions, even health. You are no one. Who are you to give me orders?" the thin one sneered. "Just for that, yes. I think I will."

And he pulled out his sword…

_No. No. This can't be happening!_

Miya's eyes were huge and round. She had knelt next to Kouta-san, who was begging on the ground, shaking, as low as a man could go. His forehead touched the ground.

_It looks so wrong._

The older fighter was rummaging around his saddlebags and clearly he didn't see anything wrong going on.

_Miya looks so scared. _

Kouta-san had told Kenshin to stay inside. But how could he stay inside? Hadn't he boasted earlier to Miya that he was a swordsman? Hadn't he wanted to be a hero?

_Those samurai are wrong and evil! And Miya looks so scared._ There was no one else stopping them, no one but him. He was a warrior – a hero. Kenshin swallowed. Kenta nudged at him. 'Yes. Let's go. We can take them.'

Kenshin stepped out.

Before he could open his mouth, the thin one noticed him. "Oho, a foreign brat, too. What are you doing here? Where is your family?"

"I am not a foreigner!" Kenshin bristled. "And I have no family." And then, because it was just like what Master would have said, "You don't need to know more, just let them go! I will protect Miya and Kouta-san!"

"You will protect them? With what? With that little knife you have there? Hah! A foreigner brat carrying a Japanese sword. There is something very wrong with that." Before Kenshin could say and do anything more, the other one had lit a torch and then flippantly threw it at the roof of the house.

"You can't do that!"

"Yes, we can and we will. We have orders to do so," the thin one sneered at him. Kenshin had never felt angry like this before. He wanted to _hurt _the thin one. He wanted to defeat the Samurai and rescue Miya! Glaring at the Samurai, he put his hand on his sword and concentrated utterly on the Samurai standing lazily next to the horse and stepped forward, ready for a sprint…

"Urgh." Kenshin choked.

_What? _

Someone was holding him by his throat!

_I can't breathe!_

Kenshin clawed at the hand on his throat, tears swelling in his eyes. A hand slipped around his sword, lifted it and threw it to the thin one. "Here, one more for your collection, Jurou-san."

Miya cried next to her father. Kouta-san was _still_ bowing, but glanced up to murmur appealingly, "The boy is not with us. Just take him and leave my daughter. Please"

_No. No… This can't be happening. It's just like before…_

Kenshin felt helpless. He had trained hard to use the sword. But how could he protect others when he couldn't even save himself?

Tears welled in his eyes.

_No. Giving up is not an option._

Kenshin tried to kick, to claw, twist…

Nothing worked. The grip around his throat was too strong.

_No._

He was helpless.

_Too small, too weak._

_Not again!_

'Help.'

Kenta rammed at the wall separating them, and Kenshin could feel it trying.

'Help.'

And then, the spirit _leaned_ through the wall.

It was like his body moved on his own. A kick and the hold on their throat loosened. They drew breath, sprinted, and crouched to take their sword and _stabbed_.

The blood sprayed all over them.

The two didn't care. It was not the time for that. They turned to look back. The old Samurai was crouching, trying to breathe, hands holding to protect his crotch. He looked up and swore harshly, straightened, and drew out his sword. "Son of a bitch, I will kill you!"

The two dodged the slow overhead blow and struck through the loose stance. The blade sunk deep, sliced through cloth and skin and bowels.

A thud echoed behind them.

They tried to breathe but couldn't. Their heart was beating so fast, it was like it was bursting out of their rib-cage. Breathe! They needed to breathe! But they couldn't see anything.

_Just the smell of blood… blood…. blood…._

Screaming.

Someone was screaming… Shouts.

_They were so tired… tired…_

* * *

><p>Shouting.<p>

Smoke was making it hard to breathe. Something crackled loudly.

"…couldn't see him moving. They just dropped dead, dead…"

"What are you going to do?"

"What will I do? What will I do?! They will kill me for this! Hunt me down and kill me."

"Focus! You didn't do this. You couldn't have done this and even they can see it."

"Who knows what they will see and do? Samurai always do as they please. My family! What will I do?"

"Leave. Disappear. If they find you and question you, just tell the truth."

"The truth? And what will I tell them? A demon killed their comrades? A demon that a man's eyes couldn't see? A demon…"

Laughing.

"For whatever it is worth, I am sorry. Here, take this. With that money, change your name and start anew."

"I cannot be thankful to you. You brought this to my family… Just take the demon-child and go. Leave us be."

"Very well."

And strong arms lifted them.

They felt safe, but so tired_. _What was the smoke and crackling sound? They tried to open their eyes just to see.

Behind them was a village covered in flames.

It was burning.

_Oh, so that's what the crackling was..._

* * *

><p>He woke up slowly, head hurting like someone was pounding a hammer on his temples.<p>

_Ow…_

There was a crackle of fire next to him.

_Burning…? _

_The village is burning! No!_

He opened his eyes.

_Ow_ – _hurts!_

He swayed.

It was a campfire. There was the sky, a dark evening sky. There was a forest all around him, clothes hanging from a tree; his shirt, pants and a large white cloak.

_My clothes!_

_What am I wearing?_

He glanced down… Oh. He had his spare shirt on. _My shirt..._

"I see you are finally awake, Kenshin."

_Master!_

The older man was sitting by the campfire, stoking the flames.

_But Kenshin… Kenshin was… is… not me..?_

'Who am I?''

A memory tingled within his reach. Two men, a thin one and an old one wearing swords. A little girl, Miya, crying. Her father begging on the ground…

He touched his brow. _What happened…?_

"Kenshin."

Kenshin was his name, but he was not Kenshin.

Another memory, this time of a boy. '_I really like my name. I thought you could have a name too… Kenta.' _

But he was not Kenta, either. Kenta, Kenshin… He was neither of the two. He was both.

"Kenshin. Look at me. Take your head out of the clouds and look at me. That's right, boy. Focus."

It was Master; he was holding their head. Master looked really worried. Why was he worried? They looked at him because Master told them to.

"Good boy. Follow my finger with your eyes."

They did because they were a good boy. They had always wanted to be a good boy. They couldn't care less about being a good boy. They slowly moved their gaze around, and the headache was there, but they were still so tired. So, so tired.

"Tired," they told Master, because the swordsman had always wanted to know when they couldn't continue and then they closed their eyes.

"No, you idiot student. You cannot fall asleep! Concentrate!"

'Idiot…'

They really hated being called an idiot. They weren't an idiot. They didn't mind being called an idiot. It just showed that Master cared about them.

_Ow, ow, ow. It hurts so badly._

"There is something wrong with your ki."

_Ki?_

The coldness. The wall. The spirit, it had flowed through the wall. _Through_ the wall. The wall that separated the two...

_The wall!_

They concentrated, yes. The wall was there, with a hole in it. But the spirit wasn't behind it. It was on the wrong side. They were together on this side.

Their head hurt. They were tired and confused, but they didn't like the hurt. They wanted the pain to stop.

_Yes, the wall and the hole. _

'Back to the other side…' one thought. The other agreed. 'Must get back to the other side.'

"Focus boy! You need to stay awake! Don't you dare to fall asleep!"

_Asleep? _

_No, they couldn't sleep with this hurt. It's wrong like this. Hurt._

Ki. The coldness. Kenta was coldness. Coldness… There, it was cold. To the other side of the wall. Slowly, painstakingly slowly, they drew the coldness to the hole in the wall. To home, to the other side. It flowed like a trickle of water through the hole.

The pain grew less and then they slept.

* * *

><p><em>AN2: Edited first by Chie in 2014, then again 05.03.2016 by BelovedStranger.<em>


	13. Aftermaths

**Chapter 12. Aftermaths**

Hiko watched the boy sleep.

When he had returned to the tiny village after his mission to clear out the local bandit camps and the few Ronin who had been terrorizing the area, he had seen the burning farm house from a long distance. It was a clear sign that something was seriously wrong and what had he found? Two dead samurai, one stabbed to the heart and the second one disemboweled. And of course to make matters even more complicated, the farmer he had left in charge of his apprentice and the man's little girl had both been senseless in hysteria.

It hadn't been difficult to piece together the whole picture. He should have known not to leave Kenshin alone. In hindsight, it had been a mistake but this? This was just _impossible_.

Hiko had been ready to shout his lungs hoarse for the boy's idiocy.

After all, killing a samurai was a serious crime. But to kill samurai who were on a mission for their lord?

Heads would roll for that crime.

The old farmer knew it, too. So Hiko had given the old man most of his money and told him to gather his family and disappear. Then he had gathered his unconscious idiot student in his arms and taken off.

While Kenshin's unconscious state worried Hiko, it wasn't a priority, not in the face of trouble of this magnitude. Now, his main concern was to get away before those samurai would be missed. He had no intention of letting his only apprentice be caught and sentenced to death for this utter _stupidity. _Unfortunately, the boy wasn't exactly difficult to recognize, and the old farmer would definitely rat them out to anyone asking.

Well, not that Hiko could begrudge the old man for it. After all, what other protection a crippled farmer had for his family but sacrificing some kid who had got himself into trouble? No, it wouldn't be even a difficult choice for that man.

There was no doubt that soon every samurai, guardsman, town official and busybody in the region would know that a red haired young man with a sword had murdered two samurai in Settsu. It didn't matter if anyone would believe it – the word would get out and the rumor would carry it further. And the first places they would check were the border posts, which made leaving the province a high priority.

Hiko made haste as long as he could before finally daring to stop for rest. He washed their clothing, acutely conscious of how the bloodstains would attract attention and catch wandering eyes like honey did flies. Then he had checked on the kid and noticed, to his concern, that Kenshin was still unconscious, even after an entire evening of hurried travel.

_What's wrong with him? _Hiko didn't know but a few reasons why anyone would stay unconscious that long and none of them were good.

As he feared when the boy woke up a few hours later, he was in great pain and disoriented as all hell.

Even worse, though awake, Kenshin wasn't all there in the head.

_He doesn't react to even his own name!_ _Goddammit, it's possible the boy has gotten a concussion and started bleeding in the skull!_ Hiko cursed inwardly and checked the kid's head again for wounds and bumps.

Nothing.

Hiko sighed in relief, and ran through the basics once more. Kenshin's eyes followed stimuli well and the kid could hear, but it wouldn't do for the kid to fall asleep. Anything could happen with head injuries. He wasn't sure if this was one, but what else it could be?

The kid's swordspirit was behaving oddly. Hiko had never felt Kenshin's ki behaving like that and he was startled enough to mark it aloud, and dammit, again, loss of focus in those pale eyes. Yelling the boy's name did nothing, nor did shaking him or any other primitive measure he could resort to. However, all of a sudden, Kenshin blinked, and then frowned, his ki began settling down. Just like that. Then in a span of a few breaths, it felt almost normal again and the boy fell asleep.

Hiko wasn't quite sure what had happened, but with Kenshin resting more normally, it seemed that the worst was over. Or it would be, if he could just manage to outrun rumors and loose tongues.

It took him two days to get out of the province. Before approaching the border post he removed his cloak, rolled it inside his bedroll and covered Kenshin's hair. Both were far too memorable. On a side thought, he took the kid's wakizashi and slipped it through his own sash.

The border post guard was hostile as usual and when he demanded their names, Hiko answered, "Ronin Hiroto and apprentice Shinta, travelling back to Nagato."

The guard marked it down in the ledger sourly, before asking, "What's wrong with the kid?"

"Fell sick," Hiko bit out curtly, adjusting his hold on the boy.

After a slight hesitation, the guard finally nodded and let them through.

Hiko nearly sighed in relief. So the word hadn't got out yet. He had been faster than he thought, then. However, it was better not to risk it and try to pass another border as fast as he could. After all, if he was forced to fight, it would only stir the flames.

Kenshin's continuous exhaustion kept worrying him, but as the kid woke up occasionally and was willing to eat and drink, he was finally beginning to relax. It was only on the road from Bizen to Kurashiki that the boy finally seemed to be getting better.

Well, sort of.

* * *

><p>Kenshin woke up only to blink, as his eyes watered from the brightness of the day. The sun was high up in the sky and he was being carried, by—<p>

_But why would Master carry me?_

"You are awake again. Good. Are you thirsty?"

"Yes," Kenshin murmured. It was an unabashed truth, his throat was parched.

Master handed him the water jug, the one that he always carried at his waist, but didn't stop walking. Kenshin drank greedily. He felt weak, even the sheer effort of drinking was exhausting and he gave the jug back, settling to rest his head on Master's shoulder.

After a moment of tiredly glancing around and having absolutely no idea where they were headed, he finally asked, "Where are we?"

"The coastal road to Kurashiki. We are at Bizen province at the moment."

"Oh… It goes through Aki?" Kenshin asked idly, trying to focus on the present and to locate them on his mental map of the countryside he had collected through the years.

"Yes."

"What happened?" It was strange, but for some reason he didn't have any idea how they had gotten here. Last he remembered was being so very tired.

"What do you remember?"

_Remember?_

_The spirit, the wall, confusion. _Kenshin pressed his fingers to his brow and frowned, trying to focus._There was a fire, screaming and blood. Samurai – Miya!_

"Miya! What happened to Miya?"

"The little girl, the farmer's daughter back in Settsu?"

"Yes, her. What happened to her?"

"Hmmph. I cannot say. She was fine the last I saw her. She had gone to fetch her mother from the field. Her father was quite upset. I gave them money and told them to leave and start again somewhere else."

"That's good. So she was okay?"

"Well, other than having her home burned down and witnessing a murder, I would say she was alright."

_Murder?_

_Yes, those samurai died. But why? How?_

_And the house had been burning?_

"Why did the house burn?"

"I don't know. The little I managed to gather from Kouta-san suggested that the samurai had burned it because of debts. Speaking of samurai, want to tell me why they died?"

"I…. I, they were threatening Kouta-san. Broke his rib and all. Miya got upset and tried to help her father. She got angry and yelled at them," Kenshin stuttered, trying to remember why, why_… _"She called them bad names, and, and… the thin one wanted to kill her for insulting him. Drew his blade and everything. I… I wanted to protect her. Kouta-san didn't do anything useful to help her, just begged for mercy, it was so wrong—"

"Wanted to protect her, huh?"

"Yes."

"So? What happened?"

_What happened? What did I do? _It was getting harder to remember. He had been so angry. Scared, too, but he had wanted to be a hero, so—

"I told them to let go of her. They called me a foreigner and, and asked how I would protect Miya and Kouta-san. The saw my sword and said that it was wrong for _me_ to carry a _sword_. I was so angry. I wanted to hurt the thin one and then… someone choked me. Took my sword. Threw it away like it was _thrash_. I couldn't breathe, I felt so helpless, and angry and useless, and, and…"

"Breathe, boy. Calm down. That's it. No reason to get upset. What is done is done. Just tell me what happened."

Kenshin swallowed, trying to gather his erratic thoughts. "I don't know what happened, but I think I kicked the one holding me, took the sword and… and then I, I _stabbed_ the thin one. But then the other one attacked and I didn't have time to think, so I dodged and struck through his stance just like you taught me and… oh."

"What _oh_?"

"I think I killed them," Kenshin whispered, his eyes widening.

_I killed them_

_Oh god, I killed samurai._

_No, no, no!_

"Yes you did. Quite cleanly, in fact. One was stabbed through the heart and the other disemboweled. Effective," Master said calmly.

Of course Master would be calm! Master, he killed people_. _But Kenshin had never killed _anyone_.

"What I don't understand is why you felt the need to interfere in the first place. They were samurai. They were in their legal rights to drive away the tenants from the land owned by their lord. In fact, they were just doing their duty."

Kenshin tried to find the words, still reeling over the realization that his hands were stained with blood now. But legal rights? Duty?

"They were ordering Miya and Kouta-san out of their home! They didn't listen when Kouta-san said that he would have money soon. That his sons were coming home with the money to pay for taxes."

"They didn't need to listen to Kouta. They had been given orders and it was their duty to obey."

"But, they threatened to kill Miya for saying a bad word!"

"Which they still had a legal right to do."

"But it's WRONG! How could it be right?"

"It's the way things are. It's not nice nor is it pretty. So, you killed them for that, huh?"

"Yes." Kenshin whispered. Put like that, it sounded really bad, didn't it?

"It's a crime to kill a samurai. It's a crime punishable by death to interfere with their duties," Master observed quietly, his ki feeling really cold.

"I know."

"So why did you do it?"

"I… I thought that they were bad men and they were threatening innocents. So, I wanted to do as you do. Like you say Hiten Mitsurugi should be used."

"Hmmm."

"Was I wrong?" Kenshin asked, frightened. Yet somehow, Master didn't seem angry. A bit disappointed maybe, but not angry.

_Those samurai were bad men. They were, I know it. But if they were in their legal rights, doesn't that mean they were right according to the law? _Kenshin paused in thought. He hesitated, because he still didn't think he had been wrong to stop them. But what would it mean, if bad men could do bad things and it was right by the law?

"I am not saying you were wrong to try to protect the girl. But you were wrong to _interfere_. If you hadn't butted in – the way you did – then the situation may or may not have gone better or worse, but you wouldn't be in trouble with the law."

_In trouble with the law… _Kenshin inhaled sharply, the realization finally starting to sink in.

"What I am trying to say is that there were better ways to deal with the situation."

_I killed samurai. A crime. A deed punishable by death._

"What's going to happen to me?"

"For trying to obey the creed of Hiten Mitsurugi? For protecting the innocents? Nothing from the authorities, if I have anything to say about it. But from me? Oh, you will be getting a lesson you will never forget about obeying orders and using common sense. Not now, but when we are back home and you are healthy." Master scoffed. "Idiot student."

It didn't sound so bad. And for once, it felt good to be called 'idiot student'. It meant that he was still a student. Master wasn't going to give him up.

Kenshin yawned quietly, exhaustion weighing on him.

"Hmmm. Getting tired again? Just sleep. I will wake you up for dinner."

So he slept.

* * *

><p><em>Blood.<em>

The smell of blood. It was so tangy and heavy—

_Disgusting._

It was creeping up his nostrils and rising to his mouth. He wanted to heave, but he couldn't. He was drowning in it. It was drenching him all over.

_Blood. Shouts. Screaming—_

"Aaaaahh!"

Silence.

_Why did it stop?_

_Oh… It was me that was screaming. _Desperately gulping for air, Kenshin tried to keep breathing, his heart beating rabbit fast.

"Boy! Kenshin! Focus!"

_Inhale, exhale. Why is breathing so difficult?_

He tried to look up where his Master's voice was coming from, but why were his eyes so foggy?

_Oh_, he was crying.

"Breathe, boy. Just breathe. It's over now."

_In and out. In and out._

Slowly, his breathing became easier and his heart no longer tried to jump out of his chest.

"It was just a dream, Kenshin. Calm down."

He was calm. He was! But a dream? Since when had dreams been so real? And why did he still feel wet? There was no blood here.

He looked down.

_Oh._

He had wet the bed.

* * *

><p>The next day after finally getting a coherent discussion out of Kenshin, it became clear that not everything was right with the boy; the nightmares had started again. For the first time in three years, the boy was screaming through the night and wetting the bed.<p>

It was disgraceful.

The boy was a teenager now, for god's sake!

But then again, Kenshin had killed. Death wasn't a nice thing for anyone to witness, never mind of doing the deed by himself. And though the boy was growing up, well, he was still a kid. A kid with a history of mental trauma and an impressive collection of bad memories.

So really, it wasn't all that surprising.

They kept travelling, and though he usually wouldn't have bothered, Hiko carried Kenshin when he couldn't keep going, because it was impossible to say how far and how fast the word of the murders would go out. There was a good chance that the crime would be forgotten with enough distance to dim the memories.

After all, such disturbances were happening all over the country.

It had lead to increasingly harsher punishments as the Bakufu tried to control the situation. However, now with the rumors of a _foreigner_ murdering samurai mixed into the mess, the hearsay could fly off the handle and still the tense situation into full-blown chaos. The safest thing would be to lay low and wait for it to blow over and for that they needed to get back to 12th master's house in Nagato.

Kenshin was getting better, but the loss of sleep was hindering his recovery. Hiko still didn't know why the boy was so wiped out. There was no logical reason to it and the boy didn't have any noticeable injuries.

But then again, Hiko was coming to strongly suspect that ki was involved and that was something he couldn't make better in any way. No, the best he could do was wait and hope for the best.

In Suo province, they finally heard the rumors of a foreigner killing samurai in the countryside and that the Kuto clan was screaming for blood. Rumors also told that the foreigner hadn't been alone – he had travelled with a Ronin.

Some of the rumors were so wildly inaccurate that Hiko wasn't too worried. The foreigner had shot the samurai because all foreigners used guns. The foreigner had fallen in love with a girl and had dueled over her. The foreigner had rounded together a Ronin army and attacked the provincial government. The Ronin army built by the foreigner was attempting to overthrow the Shogunate.

In fact, many of the rumors were almost amusing in their inaccuracy.

But in the midst of all this nonsense and blithering lies by the bored and stupid, there were two things that always stayed the same: the foreigner had killed samurai and a Ronin had helped him escape. Which made Hiko's and Kenshin's current identities risky – it wasn't exactly a difficult puzzle to piece together the facts, given his swords and the boy's alien coloring.

So whenever on public roads, Hiko carried his swords hidden in their bedroll and had Kenshin's hair covered with scarf ripped from the hem of his Kimono.

It was almost a month later when they finally reached home.

_Home._

When had the old cottage become home?

* * *

><p>Kenshin was once again washing his soiled bedding and clothes. He hated this. He was almost a man, not a little kid. So why did this keep happening? Thankfully, Master didn't remark on his shame, just tactfully ignored him on mornings like these.<p>

"The dreams will run their course," the older man kept saying.

But the nights filled with the smell of blood, screaming and shouting didn't seem to let go.

And more than anything else, Kenshin was ashamed.

The spirit kept comforting him, petting him and reminding him that they had saved Miya, that they had been right. Even Master hadn't thought that it had been wrong of him to _kill_.

But still, Kenshin couldn't help feeling guilty and somehow stained.

When he dared to ask about it once more, Master had answered like he always had. "A sword is a weapon. Swordsmanship is the art of killing. Whatever pretty words you use, this is its true nature." Then Master nodded and added thoughtfully, "Kenshin, as a student of swordsmanship, you will need to understand this; killing is a fact of life. However, what you need is to use your _sense_ to consider _who_ you should kill. Hiten Mitsurugi is an ancient style created for the protection of the weak, but how it should be used for this purpose…that is what you need to learn."

Kenshin nodded, but though the words made sense, well sort of, the lecture didn't make him feel better. He knew the principles of Hiten Mitsurugi and had thought he _understood_ it.

He knew that killing was necessary. There were evil people who needed to be killed. Hiten Mitsurugi was used for this purpose. Master was adamant on that. But Master kept saying he needed to understand who should be killed – and from which deaths the weak benefitted the most.

It wasn't very helpful.

_The smell of blood, and the screams…_

Even amidst the throes of the worst guilt, fears and doubts, Kenshin didn't think he had been wrong to kill the samurai to protect Miya. But at the same time, there was the fact that they had been in their _legal rights _to demand_ her life_ for the insult she had offered.

Did that mean that the law was wrong? Somehow, the thought kept coming back to him. It seemed too large a concept to even think about. But if the law was wrong…

What could be done about it?

Kenshin didn't know.

Kenta didn't know either. Truthfully, Kenshin didn't even dare to follow the thought further. But still, somehow, the idea kept haunting his thoughts.

During their travel, Master had kept covering his hair and Kenshin had endured the indignity, for people had always stared and noticed it and now that the rumors kept going about the murder of the samurai… Well, while Kenshin didn't think he had been wrong, he wasn't stupid enough to think that he couldn't get into trouble for it.

He didn't want to die.

He just wanted to hide.

Master agreed with him.

They arrived to the 12th Master's house early that year. At the beginning of autumn, about two moons earlier than ever before. Master said that they wouldn't be leaving for a while. Not while the rumors kept going strong.

So they trained.

The good thing about training was that it allowed Kenshin to sleep better; the exhaustion seemed to drive away the dreams. It was a good thing, because he hated dreaming of blood.

Training consisted mainly of sparring and hard physical training. All the things that he knew already, but it didn't matter. But it was only a few weeks later when Master asked to see his sword during a break from the exercise. Obediently, he gave it to the older man.

Master stroked his chin and looked thoughtful. "There is something wrong with your form. Here, try this."

And then, Master Hiko gave the _Winter Moon_ to him.

Kenshin stared at it in a stunned silence.

_What's going on?_

_Master never lets anyone touch his sword. Anyone!_

He swallowed, but hesitantly accepted the sleek wooden scabbard. Kenshin had always admired the blade, it was so beautiful; long, strong, simple but elegant.

"Don't stare at it like an idiot. Just try it out. I need to see something."

With no further prompting, Kenshin drew it. The sword felt odd – _heavy_. But it didn't feel wrong. The familiar forms of kata just flowed, and the blade felt like it was made for this and Kenshin smiled in exhilaration and sped up the dancing motions of the practiced forms.

"Stop."

Kenshin looked at Master in silent question, a bit disappointed at having to stop so soon. But Hiko tapped Kenshin's old wakizashi idly with his fingers. "I was right. This blade is getting too short for you. If I hadn't seen it, I would have never believed it. You are as short as ever, but still, to regain your proper form, you will need a proper katana."

"Oh."

Reluctantly, Kenshin handed the _Winter Moon_ back to Master, and took his wakizashi. In comparison to the other blade it felt awkward; too short, too light.

The next day, Master packed up for travel.

"I will be out for a while. In the interim, stay here and _keep out of trouble_."

"What? But I want to come with you!"

"No. Alone, the people don't think much of me; I am but a ronin among many others. But with you? They will look and remember the rumors. It's too dangerous for you to travel."

And that was that.

Being alone in an empty house didn't sit well with Kenshin. Everything was too silent, the house creaked and echoed and somehow it was little bit scary. It was but an hour later that he felt like going mad, alone with his thoughts and fears and doubts and so he turned to the spirit.

Kenta was happy of this development.

Together they trained throughout the whole afternoon, late into dusk, trying to keep going – to let the exhaustion chase away the dreams. It didn't work very well. For some reason, it seemed stupid to wave the sword around or keep up his physical training now that the Master wasn't there to supervise.

But at breakfast a couple days later, interrupting Kenshin's brooding about the dreams and memories of the dying samurai, Kenta brought up a good point. 'You were too weak to do anything, but when this spirit flowed through the wall to your side, we were stronger and faster.'

'Huh?'

'We were.'

Kenshin chewed on his meal of rice and miso, and tried to remember.

_The hand choking me… I had almost given up, and then Kenta came and suddenly it was easy to take the sword. To stab. Dodge. Slash._

It had been _easy_.

They were samurai. It shouldn't have been easy for a boy to kill them.

But it _had_ been.

He swallowed.

'You are right.' Kenshin uttered, sitting there in stunned silence, the rice bowl cooling in his still hand. Yes, together they had been stronger and faster. And that meant…

"Internal ki usage to strengthen the body," he said out loud.

'Yes,' the spirit whispered, clearly pleased.

Kenshin began to smile. Because that meant they had cracked it. Three years of trying and they had finally figured it out – the trick on how to use the ki for speed, for higher jumps, for strength that all the advanced strikes of Hiten Mitsurugi demanded. The trick that he had been so desperate to learn, that he had kept failing to grasp.

Even though all three of them had been trying to figure it out, Master with his lectures that didn't make any sense, him trying and constantly failing and the spirit always helping, but not knowing anything more than Kenshin himself.

And now, this was it. The trick was to flow _through_ the wall.

So, how to do it again?

The spirit nudged him happily.

_Yes, that makes sense. We need to do it together._

The next few days passed quickly as Kenshin and the spirit experimented. They both remembered how tired it had made them when Kenta ended up fully on his side of the wall and it had hurt. So, they tried to learn the trick to get the spirit to flow through the wall and back in small doses.

And it was _anything_ but easy.

However, they were determined and they both wanted it so bad.

The great breakthrough came a week after the initial realization. Kenta had managed to push against the cracks of the wall in just the right way and started to slip through. But it immediately stopped pushing and just flowed.

And only _some_ coldness made through.

'Now. Try to do it now,' Kenta urged.

Kenshin jumped.

_Oh wow, I have never jumped this high!_

He had to be at least seven feet in the air, before he glanced down and—

"Aaaaah!"

Dropped.

_Ow. Ow. Ow._

Kenta retreated.

Kenshin panted, tried to control the pain, and rubbed his legs. Nothing was twisted. Thank the gods, but still his legs smarted badly from the high fall.

_Ow._

But it had worked!

'Yes!' Kenta cheered.

Kenshin smiled triumphantly.

_Now, let's do it again._

* * *

><p>Kenshin lay on the ground, panting and staring at the clouds. It was exhausting to use the ki internally – mere moments of channeling ki into his body and he would be completely wiped out. But it seemed that now that they had figured it out, it really did work. And it worked with everything: he could run fast, draw the sword fast, strike fast and jump high.<p>

And when he had tried to cut a tree out of curiosity, the blade had sliced clean through! Just like Master's strikes!

It was like Master had said: using ki internally really made it possible to do the impossible moves that Hiten Mitsurugi demanded.

But it was hard to keep it up and the control, well, Kenta tried to control how much it pushed but it didn't always manage to slip the right amount of ki to Kenshin's side. So occasionally the spirit pushed too much, and sometimes too little. And there seemed to be a limit of how much they could use before starting to tire out.

And to make it harder, it took time for the spirit to concentrate _just so_. Kenta had explained that the cracks in the wall were hard to figure out. Kenshin had suggested of trying the same through the hole in the wall, but spirit thought that it wouldn't work. It would make the trickle of ki like an arrow when it needed to be spread out like a rainfall, to gently and widely touch Kenshin's side.

It made sense.

They still needed to figure out a way to do it faster. It wouldn't help much in fight if they needed to stop to concentrate before doing it.

But right now, everything was _great_.

Maybe now they could convince Master to show the special moves of Hiten Mitsurugi. They had so wanted to get to practice those, especially after they had managed to sneak a peek at Master's private training. It had looked so cool to see it.

Speaking of Master, they would need to show the swordsman that they had realized the trick! Maybe they could surprise him? Master would be_ stunned._ Maybe even proud! Maybe this would erase the constant frown and quiet disappointment the older man had had on his face since the summer's catastrophe?

If nothing else, Master had always wanted him to succeed with ki.

And maybe Kenshin wasn't such a big disappointment now that he had figured out the ki – after all, the spiritual energy was apparently something most people never learned because it was "_extremely difficult and dangerous to use."_

Actually, hadn't Master made him promise to never practice with ki outside his supervision, just because it was so dangerous all those years back?

_Uh oh…_

"Oops."

* * *

><p>Hiko had decided to head out to Hagi for the kid's katana. The town was a focus point for Choshuu samurai and there were some decently capable swordsmiths in the city. And besides, he could check out with Kawase-san about his poems. He was low on funds, and if Kawase-san wasn't willing to pay him… Well, he would need to find a job to gather enough money for buying a sword.<p>

Fortunately, Kawase-san was glad to continue their profitable relationship and was willing to pay in advance, yet again. Hiko gave the publisher what he had written out during the season, and agreed to deliver more poems when he had them.

With the money in hand, he headed in search of a smith. It wasn't exactly ideal to look for a sword for someone who was still growing and wasn't with you to test it, but Hiko knew his apprentice better than most and was determined that he could find a suitable blade for the boy.

Unfortunately, though there were many smiths in city and they all had swords to sale, none of the blades were suitable for a goddamn tiny kid, who was training for agility and speed. No, most of the blades were made for tall and heavy men; sturdy, practical, made to weather the wear and tear. Good blades, but they lacked the _finesse_ that was needed.

And the better blades? Expensive, decorative and still way too long. It was an annoying dilemma. Kenshin was just too delicately built for the common ware.

Besides, a swordsman's blade was his heart and soul. He wouldn't want to buy the kid a weapon that wasn't good enough. After all, he had his Winter Moon. How could he give the boy anything less? Hiko had seen the joy on the Kenshin's face when trying out the Winter Moon – and the disappointment when he had to give it back.

So, the only option was to order custom work. Thankfully, Hiko found a smith that was willing and seemed enthusiastic about the challenge. A delicate katana – a proper sword, but still short enough to be controllable for a small man to use one-handed when needed. The folded steel would have to be crafted thin, fitting for fast strikes. The handguard would be simple. A true swordsman didn't need pretty craftsmanship and of course the scabbard should be of iron, practical solution and capable to be used as a secondary weapon in a pinch. Yes, Hiko was a Master and he knew his apprentice. He knew exactly what would be a good blade for the boy.

It took two weeks for the smith to craft the blade alongside the usual orders. Hiko spent the time writing poetry, planning for the winter, listing what supplies would be needed and keeping an ear out for the rumors. It seemed that the incident had raised hell in Settsu and surrounding provinces. It had also made the "Sonno Joi" fanatics stir the chaos here in Hagi, the heart of Choshuu.

Kenshin had had some problems with the sort on their earlier visits, but it hadn't been so bad. Now, it seemed like he couldn't even dream of letting the boy leave the mountain before the situation calmed down.

Not that he intended to.

Truthfully, Hiko wasn't entirely happy with the boy's actions during the summer fiasco. But then again, the whole incident had happened because he had let the boy out of his sight.

_A man hunting for two hares won't catch either one._

The old saying struck too close to home. Hiko had taken to his duty to the principles of Hiten Mitsurugi and tried to train out his student.

_A student's mistake can always be traced to the Master._

Hiko sighed before scoffing.

_It figures._

Well, he was a Master and a master's first duty was always to his apprentice. He could attend to his duty to the principles once again when the situation calmed down, however long that would take.

A couple of weeks later, Hiko returned to the cabin in relatively good spirits. He had bought enough supplies to last them throughout the winter and he was satisfied with the boy's Katana. To his displeasure, he found his apprentice lying on the ground, lost again in his head.

He couldn't help letting out a disdainful scoff. He still didn't care for the habit, but…

"Master!"

…it wasn't like the kid could be ambushed anymore. Kenshin would feel his presence a mile away, even when he was hiding it.

"Catch."

The boy's face lit up like a beacon.

_That smile will melt the hearts of ladies in the future_, Hiko noted. Kenshin was growing up to be a fine looking lad. Well, as long as people were able to look past the unnatural red hair, too pale skin and winter pale eyes.

"It's perfect. Thank you, Master," Kenshin said and bowed.

At least the boy's manners had improved.

"Try it out. Learn to feel the blade. We will spar tomorrow."

With that, Hiko turned around and returned to store the supplies. Behind him, he could feel and hear the boy going at it.

He smiled a bit.

No, he wasn't happy with the boy's lack of good sense and failure to judge the situation. But he couldn't blame the boy for it, either.

After all, Kenshin was _his_ apprentice.

* * *

><p>The katana was beautiful and it felt perfect.<p>

However, now was not the moment to admire the blade, Kenshin reminded himself as he circled around Master, trying to figure out a way to attack him. Master's defensive stance was perfect, if not for the slight opening near his left side.

It was a trap.

Kenshin knew it all too well. Sometimes Master would bait him by leaving a hint of a weak spot for him to attack, to see if he could force the opportunity into something more. It was frustrating. Because no matter how hard he always tried, never once had he succeeded.

_How sweet would it be to surprise Master and to score a hit? Even just once?_

Kenta nudged at him.

'Not now,' Kenshin thought back and scowled.

Kenta had been of the opinion that they should try to surprise Master with the internal ki-trick while sparring. Kenshin didn't agree. Sure, it would be sweet to score a hit. But to use it in sparring? Master would immediately know that they practiced it before and saved the trick for that.

Master would be furious.

But Kenshin hadn't found the courage yet to confess. To be truthful, he did know any good way to tell Master of his discovery and the subsequent training.

But maybe there simply was no good way to tell Master that he had defied his orders. And that opening in Master's defense… If he tapped in the ki that Kenta was so readily pushing at him, he could sprint and definitely score a hit.

Master would _never_ see it coming.

If there was no good way to confess, would it matter if he took the chance? It wasn't like Master could get any angrier at him for it.

'Yes, let's do it!' Kenta urged at him.

* * *

><p>Kenshin was smirking at him, but he hadn't yet noticed the tiny the opening in his stance. Unusual. Normally the boy was faster at spotting them than this.<p>

_What is he planning? _Hiko frowned.

Well, at least that katana had been a right thing to buy. It suited the boy well and had polished the boy's stance to perfect again. It really was a pity the kid hadn't yet figured out more of the ki-usage. Hiko had been wishing to get started with Hiten Mitsurugi's special attacks for quite a while. After all, he hadn't been able to introduce anything new to the boy for nearly a year and keeping the training sessions fresh was almost impossible.

No matter how he had attempted to explain the ki to the kid, nothing had seemed to make any difference. With the instinctive usage of ki, the skills that required fine touch like sensing, tracking and masking, Kenshin had taken to like fish taught how to swim. And the impossible way he had managed to enhance his hearing all those years ago?

No, there was simply no logical reason why they had this problem.

Hiko truly didn't understand what the issue was. After all this time, the best he could figure was that Kenshin understood the swordspirit in a completely different and almost _backwards_ way compared to everyone else. He had tried to get the kid to explain his way of thinking a few times. But whenever Kenshin described his way to handle ki, it was like listening to a foreign prose: the words were there but the language, rhythm even the form was completely off. It just didn't make any sense in a way that the civilized people understood it. So Hiko had decided to let the kid try to figure it out alone.

Before him, the boy had paused, his head lost in the clouds again.

_Now?_

Hiko scowled. Time to break it off! And to show the kid why idiocy like that simply wasn't done in a spar_._ However, before he could land an attack, the boy focused and seemed to blink out of sight.

_Fuck!_

There, movement on the left, Hiko raised his sword for a common block.

_Clang._

Again, from the right.

He parried on reflex, only to see a small blurred figure come at him again and without pausing to think twice, he kicked it.

The kid rolled away and hit the ground hard.

Hiko took a breath, trying to calm down his racing heart. What the hell had that been?! For a second, it had been like fighting the old Bastard! But even the 12th Master had never been fast enough to _blur out of sight_!

In that brief moment, he honestly hadn't seen it coming, hadn't had time to think, and only had barely enough time to _react_.

The kid was grinning at him triumphantly, like he had won something.

Hiko frowned. "You figured it out."

* * *

><p>Master was scowling at him, but he didn't seem angry, yet<em>.<em>

Oh, but the stunned look on Master's face was worth every bit of pain and tongue lashing to come, and Kenshin couldn't contain his grin.

The spirit seemed smug, too.

"Yes. While you were away, I realized it," he confessed. It didn't matter anymore. He had gotten what he wanted – not a hit, but just that surprised look was worth it.

"Huh. And you decided to practice this without my supervision?"

"I didn't think about it. I had been trying to figure it out for so long… So when I realized what was needed, I just couldn't help myself."

"Couldn't help yourself? Hmmmph. Clearly you did."

A bit ashamed, Kenshin looked away, shuffling his feet. Master's words had a bite to them and it was true that he had disobeyed a direct order. Not to mention of doing it now, right after causing all that trouble last summer.

The victorious feeling turned sour on his tongue. What did his success and discovery matter when he had once again disappointed Master?

A scoff.

"Idiot student."

Steps.

Master had turned around and was walking away.

Kenshin felt like his feet would drop out from under him at any moment, and he begun shaking. _Oh no, no, no._

But then, Master stopped and said, "Go ahead and practice, then. Clearly, you don't need my help."

_This is… this is it? _Kenshin swallowed. _Master isn't going to teach me anymore?_

"But come back inside for dinner. We can discuss it better then. And plan what we will be doing with your training in the future."

Kenshin exhaled.

_Thank god._

A relieved smile formed on his lips.

_Master forgave me._

"Yes, Master!"

* * *

><p><em>AN: A belligerent teenager Kenshin is a doll. 3 But I do feel for Hiko...<br>By the way, the whole burning village arc was born when I got into thinking of what would be a realistic and believable cause for an eleven year old boy to wet the bed._

Edited first by Chie in 2014, then again 20.03.2016 by BelovedStranger.


	14. Killing two birds with one wish

**Chapter 13. Killing two birds with one wish**

That winter, Master introduced him to the most basic of Hiten Mitsurugi style special attacks. Kenshin had instantly fallen in love with _Ryutsuitsen_ – a strike that began with a high jump and then would use the fall to give more power to the clean strike aimed at the center of the forehead. It was the high jumps that exited Kenshin most, because when Master had showed him how to fall right, it was just purely _fun_ to use ki to give jumps the extra height.

Master was pleased with his progress and kept pushing him more and more. The constant practice helped Kenshin to become more familiar with the internal ki trick and Kenta, too, learned to pass through the wall better. They still needed time to concentrate for it to work, but Master wasn't too willing to give them that while sparring.

By the following summer, they had almost learned all the basic strikes that required ki. The nightmares had slowly ceased to bother Kenshin and hadn't been an issue anymore. But what was becoming a real problem was staying in the same old and boring mountain. Master still wasn't willing to let him go out. Even during the spring when he had gone to deal with Kawase-san and to restock supplies, Master had left them behind.

And what was worse, despite the money he had gotten from his poetry, Master said that they wouldn't go travelling this year either.

To say that Kenshin was displeased would be the understatement of the year. He liked travelling and seeing new places, yes, but more than that he wanted to get _away_ from this damn mountain.

But the rumors were still going strong, especially in Choshuu. And while it wasn't probable that anything would come out of it, Master said that it was better _not_ to risk it.

It was in the fall of Kenshin's 12th year that the next issue arose in training.

Lately, Master had been pushing him to use ki more. And Kenshin _had_ been getting better with the internal enhancement as his body was becoming more used to having Kenta on his side of the wall and could handle it longer and in higher amounts.

But to use the trick _externally?_

That was hard.

Kenta and Kenshin had realized early on that they could only push the ki to the blade while Kenta was on his side of the wall, and that would be enough to give the blade an extra edge. But even knowing how it worked wasn't enough for the _damned_ _Doryusen_.

The attack required infusing ki onto the blade, and then striking the ground with such force that the debris would reach the opponent; it was an effective long-range attack.

In theory at least.

But for Kenshin, it was just impossible for them to concentrate the ki and get enough force behind it to truly work. They managed to get some tiny rocks flying, or sand and dust.

It was just _pathetic_.

And Master kept taunting him about it.

Kenshin was truly growing tired of the scathing words and ridicule that Master was prone to unleash on him.

Or maybe it was just living in tight quarters with _the most difficult man on earth_.

Kenshin didn't know nor care. His constant exasperation and annoyance wasn't letting go but kept building up, and the only thing that helped was the constant sparring with Master, which allowed him to let out some steam.

However, he still hadn't been able to score a hit on the man. Even with the internal ki usage and all those new special strikes he had been learning.

It was beginning to be a sore point.

That summer, Master didn't teach him anything new. It was just sparring, physical training and pushing them to use the ki longer, faster and better. _Doryusen_ with sand was almost perfect for creating distractions and annoyance. Not that it would seriously manage to hurt anyone, as Kenshin couldn't manage to get enough power behind the strike.

It was during the harvest season of the second year of Bunkyu era that Master went to cash in the income from his poetry in Kawase-san. For some reason, the simple trip took him nearly four weeks and Kenshin couldn't have been happier about this little change to his mountain prison routine. Even true criminals didn't have to stay holed up in the middle of nowhere this long and stand the torture Master inflicted on them!

Being blissfully left alone, not having to endure Master's temper tantrums or needing to do humiliating and endless chores for a whole month was bliss. Only thing what would have made it even _better_ was if Kenshin would have been able to see other people. Maybe even talk to them.

Truthfully, Kenshin just wanted to get _away – _back to travelling, seeing people, helping them like a proper student of Hiten Mitsurugi should. Even for a little while, please! To not be forced to endure this isolation of nothingness, hours filled with nothing but necessities and training.

Not that Kenshin didn't like training, he did! But Master hadn't taught him anything new in ages. They had just honed the special attacks, the physical fitness, had long discussion about tactics and tried to increase his prowess with ki.

Even Kenta was sick and tired of it.

Even Master himself seemed to be tired of it.

_Hopefully._

In the tenth month of the same year, Kenshin's wishes came true.

Master had taken him to Hagi to restock supplies for the coming winter, given him a hat and some money and told him to entertain himself. It was a compromise they had settled on after a _lot_ of persuasion, because Kenshin had claimed he would go crazy and start to do crazy things in the hut if he wasn't able to see other people even just once this year.

Master had just scoffed and raised his brow and said to him, "And you aren't already? I couldn't tell the difference, Idiot student."

But Kenshin didn't mind!

He was finally seeing people! Life! Anything but the mountain!

Of course, Master had said that the reason why he was allowed to go with him had nothing to do with the persuasion, that he just wanted his help for carrying supplies. Yet, for Kenshin it was clear that something had cowed in him.

True, part of the reason might have been that during his long seclusion, there had been larger scandals like Nawagumi incident where Satsuma samurai had assassinated a British merchant, which took the brunt of public attention. Besides, it was unlikely that many would remember the murders in Settsu, but to be on the safe side, Master warned him to cover his hair just in case.

Kenshin had agreed with the hat thing. It wasn't like he particularly enjoyed being noticed anyways. And if someone could still remember the rumors, why risk it?

So, here he was, wandering through the streets with an ugly hat and trying to drink his fill of the people and listening in on conversations. He wanted to savor this moment of freedom. Master was meeting again with Kawase-san and would be going to buy supplies afterwards. Kenshin wasn't needed until the afternoon and according to the Master, he could find Kenshin anywhere. Apparently it wouldn't be hard, just following the "teenager's moaning, whining and ruckus" would be enough.

Kenshin had scoffed in return. "And I don't need to follow your ki to see the rain-cloud looming over your head."

Truthfully, they both wanted to enjoy this momentary freedom from each other.

However, listening in on the talk around him, it was clear that something was really wrong with the government. Kenshin didn't know much about politics, of the Shogunate and Bakufu. Not really, not more than the average man at best. But even to his ears, they didn't sound very good at _governing_ the people.

"These foreigners are pushing treaties and the Shogun is unable to stop them."

"Hah. Treaties. Just call what it is. It's blackmail, but instead of an honest blade to the throat, it's their guns and warships threatening us."

Kenshin knew – oh god, how well he knew it – not many people liked foreigners. He had been in trouble for looking like them all his life. But he wasn't a foreigner and listening in on the talk in the streets, foreigners sounded like a really bad sort. He could easily understand why honest people wanted to drive them out of the country, especially because the treaties and all that seemed to be the reason for increased taxation of the common people.

Maybe Master should be killing foreigners instead of Ronin? Surely that would be a better use of Hiten Mitsurugi style for the betterment of the common people?

But then again, it seemed that killing the foreigners was a problem already. Quite a few incidents had happened and it had ended with bodies on either side, with the government having to _pay_ to the foreigners for it. So, killing the foreigners was just increasing the problem, not solving it.

"Che. Shogun, bakufu and their useless laws. Can't protect the people, can' stop the foreigners."

Somehow, people here in Hagi seemed to agree that the government just wasn't good enough at their work. That their laws weren't fair, their people didn't listen and they didn't protect the people. Instead of doing what they should, they just let the foreigners push them around. The heart of the problem, according to the common census, was that the shogunate didn't govern according the divine will of the Emperor.

Kenshin knew that the Emperor was appointed by the gods to rule the country. Everybody knew that. But for some reason that didn't make any sense to him; it wasn't the Emperor who gave the orders or made the laws – it was the _Shogun_.

And Shogun's laws didn't protect everyone equally.

The laws didn't work right.

Having witnessed a good example of Shogun's laws being unfair to Miya a year ago, well maybe these people had a point.

It seemed that the something that would fix all this unfairness and make all these people happy would be to overthrow the Shogunate and reinstate the Emperor to power. It made sense to Kenshin. As the Emperor was the divine ruler of the country, he should fix the law so that it would be fair and just to everyone and not have this Shogun do it for him.

And every now and then, people would whisper of the Ishin Shishi – "men with higher purpose". They were people dedicated to this goal that the people wanted: to overthrow the Shogunate, to reinstate the Emperor and to drive away the foreigners. Maybe this was what Master and he should be doing with their strength? Wasn't Hiten Mitsurugi about protecting the people and fighting for the happiness of common people? Just like these Ishin Shishi?

The way Master had been doing his duty, killing the bandits and hunting down Ronin and outlaws, while it protected the people, it didn't seem to be working very well.

And according to the idle talk in the streets, it seemed that things had been going more wrong for _years_. All that time Master had said he was protecting the people, in actuality, things had been getting worse. So maybe, the right way to use Hiten Mitsurugi was _to fight with others_ to fix the country? Hadn't the trick for internal ki usage been to work _together_ with the spirit?

But Master didn't like working with people. He wanted to do things in his own way, Kenshin knew it all too well. But, maybe he could convince Master? That way all the common people would be happy, not just the few that Master and he had encountered in their travels.

Yes, it made sense.

* * *

><p>On the way back home, Hiko noticed Kenshin deep in thought. He had that "head in the clouds" faraway look in his pale eyes. Hiko scowled and shook his head. Despite his best tries, he couldn't seem to figure out a way to remove the pesky habit from the boy.<p>

Thankfully, Kawase-san had been glad to pay for his poetry and had told him that the name Kii no Hiroto was still gaining popularity even in the capital. Apparently, there had been an interest among the court nobles and it had picked up from there.

It was almost ironic.

Hiko couldn't help but feel pleased, though. Who knew that he could gain his living from art?

And more importantly, his art and the income it provided ensured that he didn't have to waste time doing odd jobs anymore, allowing him to concentrate on training Kenshin. Also, there was an additional benefit: he didn't need to deal with people, their demands and constant yapping, and he could stay in one place, enjoy the seclusion and peace.

Maybe the wanderer in his heart that had been so prominent in his younger days was finally calming down?

He would be turning thirty this winter. It was an odd thing to realize. He wouldn't be old, but it seemed that he would reach some milestone of adulthood; one where he was not exactly young anymore.

Hmmph! Well, it was not like it mattered much.

Living with the boy in the mountain had had its own challenges, though. Kenshin had entered his awkward teens and last winter his voice had finally cracked. Hiko had been waiting for it. Truthfully, he might have poked a tad bit too much fun at the boy's plight. But it wasn't like he could help himself. The kid's voice had been hilarious, high like a little girls'.

Of course he tactfully told the boy this. Kenshin hadn't deigned to speak to him for weeks afterwards. A double blessing indeed!

Truly, the silence had been just perfect after being forced to listen to all that moaning, whining and surly grumbling of not being able to travel last summer. It was like Hiko had earned some good karma for having been calm, collected and otherwise such a good mentor for the kid.

However, the reason why he hadn't wanted to take Kenshin travelling with him had nothing to do with rumors. Well, not directly. No matter how angry the Kuto clan was over their loss, Hiko didn't believe they would chase the offender for a year, or across seven provinces. And it wasn't like they had much to go with. No, it was just that "Sonno joi" movement had gotten a lot popularity and the acts against the foreigners had turned violent.

The country was slowly reaching a boiling point and travelling with a mixed blood kid would be pure madness now that people wanted to have someone to blame.

So, they had stayed home and trained. The boy had almost all the theories of special strikes in Hiten Mitsurugi; he could even use most of them. There were still some lingering difficulties, especially with that _Doruysen_.

But it all would settle in time, Hiko had resolved. He just needed to keep pushing the boy.

Somehow, it seemed Kenshin had a wall of some sort blocking him from reaching his true potential with the ki. It was like the kid could bypass it when needed – but it demanded a lot of concentration, preparation and Kenshin couldn't keep it up for long.

Very odd, and erratic.

It would help if Hiko could figure out how to push the kid just right. He had realized after some thinking and rechecking his memory that back in Settsu the farmer had told him that the boy had moved _too fast to see_.

It meant that Kenshin had first used the ability under duress, and the boy had even admitted that he had been angry. This sounded very familiar for Hiko and he could relate this to his own experiences. After all, the anger had been the trigger for his use of ki as a young man. So he would just have to get the kid angry and push him to break the wall holding him back.

Thankfully, Hiko had been growing particularly good at pushing the kid's buttons. In fact, it was almost amusing, trying to piss off his gentle-hearted and 'too kind for his own good' apprentice. Kenshin had a pure heart, devoid of malice and evils that plagued the common folk. And though the kid could be _sensitive_ about killing, blood or screaming – Kenshin wasn't _weak_.

No, his apprentice had a stubborn spirit that just endured. He endured and endured with such will that Hiko wasn't sure he entirely understood.

Yes, the kid would explode into anger, have fits of temper, answer to taunts, mouth off, but underneath all those surface emotions and flickers of temper, the kid was a thinker. Kenshin thought and considered, and when the time was right, he would go at it.

Just like in the early days the poetry and the trouble in internal ki usage, it was just that sort of thinking that was going on with his apprentice right now. Had been going since that fateful summer and the Samurai incident, Hiko was willing to admit. He had lectured about the principles of Hiten Mitsurugi, how to use the power of the style properly in protection of the weak. The kid had just nodded with that thoughtful look, but hadn't said anything about it.

Oh well, when it would be time, the boy would talk. He always did.

At Hagi, Hiko had bought some sake, for the first time in ages. Kenshin was growing and life was good. Maybe it was time to celebrate a bit?

The anniversary of the Old Bastard's death would be perfect for it. He could toast to the Bastard, pay his respects to the memory and then be glad that he had picked up his apprentice. He couldn't have found a better one. Kenshin had grown with such a speed that there wasn't much he could even teach to the kid anymore, just the succession techniques and some miscellaneous situational techniques like those battoujutsu tricks.

Personally, Hiko didn't care for those much. The fast draw was a pure dueling strike and it had no practical use in a true bout. Hiten Mitsurugi was created to pit one against many, that was its purpose, the reason for its existence and he was only too willing to use it just so for protection of the weak.

Well, had been. It wasn't like he could go to fulfill his duty to the principles with the boy in tow.

Hiko wasn't about to let the kid out of his sight and Kenshin just wasn't ready to help out yet. The kid was too young, the enduring nightmares over killing the Samurai had proved it. No, it was better to let the kid grow up and come to an age before pushing that hard life on him.

During the lonely thoughtful nights, Hiko could admit not being sure of what his duty was anymore to the sword of Mitsurugi. Well, other than training his apprentice.

So he would watch the boy and train him.

Speaking of training, Kenshin had been bored to tears lately.

Hmmm, maybe those battoujutsu techniques would help to ease the boredom and repetition that accompanied the honing of skills?

* * *

><p>It was a clear night sky of late autumn, anniversary of his Master's death, and Hiko was contently sipping his sake and enjoying the taste.<p>

The boy was keeping him company.

They had paid respects to the dead. He for his old Master, the man who had taught him everything he knew that mattered. The man, who adopted him and showed him the purity and purpose of Hiten Mitsurugi. For that, Hiko would be ever grateful. Who knew what he would have ended up like if the Old Bastard hadn't taken him as a hostage?

Not that he had known it at the time.

He scoffed, bitter memories flooding to his mind.

He had been an arrogant kid born to privilege, grown in the midst of politics to be a plaything in the hands of powerful scheming old men. He was born into a world where wealth and power were only used to gain more of the same. Then his Master had showed him that there were other things in life – had made it clear that the only way the power should be used would be to protect the weak.

Yes, for that Hiko would always be grateful. But at the same time those feelings didn't lessen his hate for the Old Bastard's choices and betrayals.

The Bastard had allowed himself to be _used_ in the politics and games. He had claimed that it was for the better use of Hiten Mitsurugi's power, that joining in the politics would help the people best. The Bastard had claimed that the era of swordsmen protecting the people with only their blades was coming to an end, that the principles of Hiten Mitsurugi had to be _renewed to suit the times_.

That the original idea of a lonely swordsman protecting the weak just wasn't working anymore.

Back then, Hiko had believed the Old man. Maybe that's why it had hurt so much when the Bastard's betrayal became clear to him. For all the philosophy and kindness, Hiko had been nothing but a plaything for the Bastard and his ambitions to affect Hiko's _father_. And in truth, _none_ of the wisdom and principles had ever been intended for him.

Heartbroken and betrayed, Hiko had gone back to the Bastard and killed him with the Amakakeru Ryo no Hirameki the man had taught him.

The final technique.

Hiko had been a bitter young man for years after that. Wandering, trying to find a way to use the principles of Hiten Mitsurugi as they should have been used, as they had been used when the style had been created – a swordsman cleaning the world of evil, to protect the innocents and less capable.

And then, in that cold autumn night, he had found Kenshin.

With the boy, Hiko had realized that he had been given a chance to renew the Hiten Mitsurugi: to bring it back to its pure roots, but in a way that suited the era.

But now, Hiko was slowly coming to realize that maybe the Old Bastard had had a point in his madness. It was difficult to travel as a masterless samurai. There wasn't much he could do as a single swordsman but to clear out bandits, outlaws and degenerate ronin – and it wasn't doing much good to ease the suffering of the common people. Maybe the Old Bastard had been right that the era of lonely swordsmen was ending?

The foreigners were coming in with their technology, guns and cannons. The country was slowly opening up and moving ahead. It didn't matter what the fanatics caroled of driving the barbarians away. It was clear to anyone with a pair of working eyes and ears that the foreigners wouldn't leave Japan alone.

Maybe it wouldn't be so bad to admit for once that some of his old Master's words had had wisdom.

And right now, Hiko was content.

He had a good apprentice; the boy was dedicated and didn't care for violence. Maybe together they could find a way to use the sword of Mitsurugi in a way that would suit the new world that was coming?

He glanced down at his sake. Last time he had drank had been with Osumi's father. Maybe he should have accepted the offer back then? But then again, he had been too arrogant, hadn't wanted give up with his principles.

He had been _young_.

_It was only three years ago. How could everything change in just three short years?_

But the sake tasted good.

Kenshin had spat it out when he had given the kid a taste.

It had been hilarious. Well, maybe the kid just didn't understand yet. Kenshin was still so very young. Didn't know much of refinement, of delicate tastes.

"Cherry blossoms in the spring, and starry skies in the summer. Autumn brings the full moon. The winter brings the snow," Hiko tried out loud the words.

_Yes, that's it._

"These things make Sake taste good."

And it had taken him time to understand it, just like the boy couldn't see it yet. When he had first turned to sake, it had tasted awful and bitter.

"If you don't like sake, there is something wrong with you."

It had tasted almost like blood. Because back then, he had been wrong, Hiko realized. He had been bitter and angry; of course the taste of sake had reflected it. He had drank to _forget_. It wasn't like he could do so otherwise. His exceptional memory that allowed him to remember everything he saw, that he had always prided, had been a plague for him then. But now?

Sake tasted good. He had grown older, calmed down and found his peace. He had found the good things in life.

"Someday you will understand how to taste it."

Yes, Kenshin would understand in time, without the bitter experiences that had plagued Hiko's early years.

_Yes, _my_ apprentice will have better._ Hiko nodded, glancing over his shoulder at the boy and toasted, "Then we will enjoy it together."

Because truly, the first steps of his healing had been because of the boy. It was because of Kenshin that he had achieved this moment.

The stars were bright. It truly was a beautiful night.

_I am at peace._

* * *

><p>It was after the first snowfall that Hiko finally got to hear what the boy had been thinking about since the visit in Hagi and to say that he was unhappy about it would be a severe understatement.<p>

"Master, I have been thinking…"

"Yes?"

"The way of Hiten Mitsurugi states that it should be used for the protection of the weak."

Hiko had lifted his brow skeptically, but had waited patiently for the boy to get on with it.

"But the way we have been doing it, killing bandits and outlaws, hasn't been helping the people all that much."

For a moment, Hiko had been happy hearing this, because it meant that the boy had come to the same realization as he had himself. Maybe Kenshin would have a new idea? After all, Kenshin's thoughts followed quite different paths, but still retained intelligence and a practical way of thinking.

So Hiko had listened.

"I heard in Hagi that the disturbances are caused by the Shogunate not being good enough in its job, that they cannot keep the foreigners in check, cannot drive them out like they should, and that the laws are unfair, so there are these people—"

And then the kid began spouting that "Sonno joi" radicals' bullshit. And the best thing that came out of the kid's mouth?

"Maybe we should join with them in their fight? Together, we could help the people better."

Wasn't that the _exact same garbage_ that his Old Bastard of a Master had ranted out to him decade earlier? That had been already proven wrong in the very worst way! So Hiko had done what any sensible Master would have done.

"Stop it, idiot student."

He had told the boy that he lacked sense and sensibly pointed out the errors in his judgment.

"Listen to the garbage that comes out of your mouth! Joining in with the radicals would increase the disturbance, not lessen it. The nonsense of that "Sonno joi" movement? It's ridiculous extremist shit, that's what it is! The foreigners are here to stay and the government will deal with it as they can. The new era is coming and politics will grow to answer the challenge. It they don't, they are overthrown. It has nothing to do with the common people or us."

And then the kid had the gall to talk back to him. Absolutely ridiculous.

"But Master, if we join in the movement and fight together, we can help the people better!"

So he had spelled out the facts to the kid as clearly as he could.

"The Hiten Mitsurugi is used to aid the people without the influence of others. Only the Master of the style can judge how to best use his skill to aid the people. The style is too strong to be given into the hands others."

"But, but… you just don't want to admit that you are wrong! You are always making the decisions on your own, you don't listen to others! If we—"

At that point Hiko had had enough. "Idiot Student, I won't hear any more of this nonsense." And he had walked out of the house.

He wanted to cool his head. Of all the idiotic notions the kid could have gotten in his head, this was the _worst_. Had nothing he had taught the boy during these six years stuck? It was like being thrown back in time, straight to hearing his Master's delusions and lies again.

Never again.

Hiko had sworn to himself that he would find a way to use Hiten Mitsurugi as it should be used. And the last thing on earth that it should be used for was to join in with radical extremist politics. Hah! For the good of the people, indeed!

He spat on the ground, then scoffed. "Idiot student."

* * *

><p>Kenshin scowled. To say he was disappointed in Master would be a severe understatement. He had always thought of Hiko as an example of who he should try to be like. But try as he might, and he <em>had <em>tried, Master just wouldn't listen.

All winter!

He had been trying to convince Master throughout the season that there was a way they could help the people better, the common people, who had been suffering for years!

It was a duty of the practitioners of Hiten Mitsurugi to help the people. Master had taught him this, had even agreed that the way they had been going at it wasn't very efficient!

And earlier with Miya, and the Samurai, Master had said that he hadn't been wrong to kill the Samurai. That the samurai had been evil men! And Master had told him that though the Samurai had been evil men, they had been in their legal rights! That the law allowed bad things to happen! That the law didn't protect the people! That the law was _wrong!_

So when Kenshin had tried to tell Master that maybe they should try to do more, to _change the law that was so wrong_, Master stopped listening! Instead, he would yell at him that he was an "Idiot Student" and "naïve child!"

_Why can't Master just listen to me?_

The spirit had been trying to comfort him. Kenta, too, had agreed that Master was being ridiculously unfair.

And training?

_What training?_

Master hadn't taught them anything new since autumn, and even then it had been only those miscellaneous battoujutsu techniques that even Master admitted to being pretty useless in a real fight. Only _Souryuseen_ – the double quick draw technique seemed worth anything, but even that was a _dueling_ technique. It wouldn't be worth much in a fight against several opponents.

And the rest?

Throwing his sword out of its scabbard as a ranged strike? True, it worked better for Kenshin than his version of the _Douryusen_ – throwing tiny rocks and dust at the opponent. But it was only because Kenshin still hadn't managed to work it out right! And what was the point in throwing your sword at the opponent?

It would leave you unarmed!

It was ridiculous!

And all the time Master kept pushing him in their dueling to use ki faster, for longer, but the man didn't listen to him there either when Kenshin explained time and time again that his ki didn't work like that. That he couldn't make it any faster because it needed concentration and just how could he get it to require less? He had no idea! Even Kenta didn't have any idea!

But Master didn't listen him, just taunted him all the time!

It was like he hadn't heard his name out of the man's mouth in ages. Instead, he had been demoted to being "Idiot student!" all the time. It was _degrading_. Kenta was truly pissed off at Master because of it. Even Kenshin didn't feel alright with it anymore. It just didn't seem to mean the same thing it used to anymore.

And the newest one?

"Naïve child?"

He was not naïve, _thank you very much_.

Kenshin knew that joining in with the Ishin Shishi and their attacks against the Shogunate would mean that he would have to kill. He had always known that he was learning how to kill. Master had always told him that swordsmanship was a tool for murder. And he had killed before. He knew he could do it!

But Master called him naïve. That he didn't know what he was proposing – like he was a child!

Kenshin was not a child. He was almost a man. At thirteen years of age, he was just two years shy of genpuku – the rite of adulthood! He had grown. His voice had cracked! Even Master said that it meant that he was a man now. Well, it had been said with a joking tone, but Master had said it!

If Master said something, he meant it!

And Kenshin had always wanted to help the people. It was what he had been learning to do all these six years of hard training. Master had never let him.

He wanted to be a hero! He wanted to help people!

But Master wouldn't let him.

How could he grow if he couldn't fight?

_And what use is it to learn swordsmanship if I'm not allowed to use it?_

The people were suffering, the times were difficult. There was fighting to be done and people needed help. Now, if ever, was the time to use the sword of Mitsurugi!

Kenshin had _never_ tried to convince the older man this seriously or with such intensity. And before, Master had always caved in or at least _listened_. But now, it felt like Master didn't even _let_ himself hear Kenshin's words anymore.

_But what if Master won't hear me? What if he can't be convinced?_

_What then?_

Kenshin swallowed.

It felt like it was too big a thought to even consider.

_What will I do if Master won't help me?_

He wasn't wrong. People were suffering. He had the training and duty of Hiten Mitsurugi. Even Master agreed that there wasn't much that he could teach him anymore.

Kenshin resolved to try once more.

_But if… if Master doesn't listen to me… What will I do?_

* * *

><p>"As you know, I have murdered hundreds of evil men, but they were <em>all<em> human beings. They were only trying to live out their lives in the only way they knew how. If you leave this mountain, you will live a life of murder, under the will of men who write their own justice. If you throw your lot with them, Hiten Mitsurugi will make you a _mass murderer_!"

_Leave._

The word seemed to toll in Kenshin's skull. _Leave…_

_Leave this mountain, to help the people._

_Alone?_

_Without Master?_

Kenshin swallowed, but steeled his resolve. _I am right. I must be right. And if Master won't listen to me…_

"You may be right, but I want to save those that are suffering with my own hands. Many people, countless lives… as many as I can! I want to be their protector! I must leave in order to do so," he managed to spit out.

Inside, Kenshin was terrified._ I am going to do this. I really am going to do this._

_Master… My teacher for the last six years, who found me, took me in and gave me everything. He isn't going to come with me?_

_I will be going alone?_

_Alone?_

In front of him, Master felt cold. Kenshin couldn't read the man's expressions at all and then he turned his back.

His back!

…and started to walk away.

_What? This is happening?_

"Master!" Kenshin yelled, disbelieving.

"I am wasting my breath with an idiot like you. Go. Go wherever you want to go." And just for a second, Hiko-san felt warmer. Just a little_, _like he had accepted his decision.

Master wouldn't stop him. No, instead, he had given him permission to head out to help people. The feeling of relief was nearly overwhelming for a moment, and Kenshin bowed in gratitude, whispering, "Thank you very much."

With shaky legs, Kenshin headed out to the cabin. He needed to prepare for his journey. Master – no, Hiko-san – wasn't anywhere to be seen. Well, it wasn't all that surprising. The older man had a habit of spending time alone, especially after their more furious arguments.

However, Kenshin couldn't stop to wait for him to cool down. Not this time. After all, the daylight wouldn't last forever and if he waited for tomorrow, he wasn't sure he could find the courage to leave. His hands still shook a bit and Kenta nudged him. 'Master gave us permission. We can go.'

'I know.'

_The petting comfort feeling._

It made him feel a bit better. He wouldn't be alone. No matter what, he would never be alone. Kenta was always with him. Kenshin shook his head. Now was not the time for doubts. He needed to leave.

The cabin was as it always had been; tiny and tidy, with their possessions gathered next to the wall.

He would need food, blanket, some clothes, his hated hat, and money. Thankfully, he still had the little bit of money Master – no, Hiko-san – had given him the last time in Hagi. Kenshin didn't know how long it would last, but it wasn't like he didn't know how to live with little. So, he would be okay.

He had spent most of his youth on the road with Master and if anything, he _knew_ how to stretch out meager funds.

_There, all packed up. But what else do I need?_

_Oh… Kasumi's top._ Kenshin swallowed and knelt to touch the toy. Back then, it had been so important to him. It was a kid's toy. He wasn't a child anymore, but at the same time, it was the only thing he had left of that time. Without further word, he took it with him. It wasn't like it weighed much or was awkward to carry.

And then there was his old wakizashi.

Kenshin had his new sword with him, always. He loved the Katana the Master had given him. But the old and worn Wakizashi was also his. It was his first sword, and it was his hand that had made those frayed prints on the hilt. But only samurai were allowed to carry two blades.

_I can't take it with me._

It didn't matter. It was just an old sword.

Silently, the numbness aching in his chest, Kenshin surveyed the cabin. It had been his home for so long. For five winters he had lived there, but…

_I need to do this._

He walked out of the door without looking back.

* * *

><p>Hiko felt the kid's presence fade away and shook his head. <em>Is this what I have become? I can't even see the boy off?<em>

Scowling, he made his way back to the house. Truthfully speaking, though he could understand Kenshin's reasoning somewhat, naïve and ignorant as it was, if he would see the kid one more time, he wouldn't _let_ the boy leave. Hiko knew the road Kenshin was walking and it would only end up in tragedy and misery.

However, he also knew that look the boy had had in his eyes, that desperate need to use his talents, to help the people, to follow the principles of Hiten Mitsurugi to their fullest.

He, too, had been like that – y_oung._

_If I stepped in and ordered the kid not to leave, not to do this stupidity…_ Kenshin would never forgive him. He would obey, yes. Hiko was his master. The boy had grown to obey his word. But, Kenshin wouldn't _see_ _why_.

Not without experiencing it himself.

It would destroy the boy's heart, but so would this path that the idiot had chosen.

There was no good ending to this.

And how could he give the boy any less than what he had wanted? The freedom to decide for himself? To seek out his own path? To find a way to use Hiten Mitsurugi for the best?

Hiko wasn't worried for the kid's death, not really. He had taught the boy the best he could and Kenshin was _brilliant_ with a blade. The ugly truth was that the boy would become a killer.

No, over everything else, he worried for the boy's soul.

Kenshin had a pure and gentle heart, and this foolish path he had chosen would forever tarnish it.

But maybe, the boy could survive the conflict with his heart intact? Before anything else, Kenshin was a survivor. He had a stubborn will that endured, endured and endured.

_Maybe… _Hiko spat on the ground. _I am reduced to this? Hoping against all reality? Hoping that I didn't just let the kid I love walk into a lifetime of misery?_

Moodily, he stepped inside the cottage. It seemed that the boy had taken most of his possessions with him. Good. Also some of the food and the hat were missing. The boy would need it.

_But wait…_

_Kenshin left the wakizashi?_

_Why?_

The reality dawned like a thunder strike from a clear sky: Kenshin wasn't a samurai and the boy knew it. Carrying the paired blades was illegal for him. Hiko couldn't help the bitter smile that rose to his lips. An amusing thing to realize, for he hadn't cared about birth or status in a long time, but Kenshin had been the lowest of low, and had always been aware of the fact.

Of course Kenshin would leave the blade.

For some reason, Hiko took the sword and slipped it into his belt, next to the Winter Moon. Then he knelt and picked up his bottle of sake.

He didn't feel like staying here either.

He took a swallow.

It tasted like ash.

Not surprised in the least, Hiko toasted to the empty air and uttered, "You win, Old Bastard."

* * *

><p><em>Edited first by Chie in 2014, then again 05.04.2016 by BelovedStranger.<em>


	15. Book 2 - Irises in the bloody rain

**This One, book two - "Irises in the bloody rain"**

AN: Because this site isn't too merciful to series, I will post all the chapters into this one story. However, from now on the rating will go up to M. There will be blood, and plenty of descriptive violence... and what seems to be the bigger issue to some, there will be intimacy and sex. I won't edit it out, but in every chapter I will post a warning about it. Also, don't except anything too racy. It will be very, very soft-core vanilla.

Summary:_ "You said anyone can join up, right?"_

"_Yes, but..." Kiheitai recruiter, Yamagata Kyusuke stammered, trying to think of some way – any way - to push this crazy mixed blood pipsqueak to be somebody else's problem. Unfortunately, without disclaiming his recruitment propaganda, there seemed to be no way out of this mess._

_This One, book two - where our young hero is off to change the world. Unfortunately, revolutions are a tangled mess of motivations and Kenshin will have to grow up the hard way when his path leads him into xenophobic extremist politics, acts of terrorism and to his hopeless first love._

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter 14. A stray looking for home<strong>

Somehow, it wasn't hard to start walking after the first step out of the hut.

_That_ had been a hard one, as for a second it seemed like all his doubts piled up on him, forming an impossible weight on his shoulders. But, after that one single step towards the road leading down the mountain, walking became easier and easier.

And then Kenshin began to feel the anticipation of travelling. He had always liked to travel and seeing new places and faces.

It had been so long since he had last been _allowed_.

This had to be the _right choice_ - now they both, he and the spirit, would finally be free to follow their beliefs, to protect the people… they now had a chance to fight and prove their worth.

'_Yes!' _Kenta whispered, seemingly sharing Kenshin's anticipation. It was almost bubbling on its side of the wall.

Kenshin grinned and started walking faster.

They nearly made it all the way to Hagi before stopping for the night.

It was better that way, truly, as they didn't have much money and staying in an inn would be expensive. It would be practical to save the money where they could. And besides, it was early spring and while on the mountains snow had been covering the ground, even the last remains of it had long melted here in lowlands.

Smiling in satisfaction Kenshin stared at the camp fire he had built. The rice was boiling in the kettle steadily. It was all so familiar, a routine. But he kept expecting to feel Master's familiar cold presence to pop from the forest, even though he knew that it would be impossible.

The truth was, Kenshin wasn't used to being alone in the dark.

The food tasted good and he was in good spirits. But when he settled down on his bedroll, everything seemed damp, and he started shivering. Even curling up tighter into his blanked didn't seem to help. The ground was slightly wet and the coldness seeped through the bedroll.

An owl's hoot, an odd cracking sound and Kenshin rose up gasping. Why did the hairs on the back of his neck stand? _There was no one there!_

He had checked the ki – and yes, even now, not a single presence could be sensed.

'We are alone,' Kenta agreed.

'But…. why am I feeling scared?'

_Confusion. _

The spirit didn't know either.

_The petting comfort feeling._

It didn't help much. Still, Kenshin tried to settle down, even though the sleep was hard to come by, and he kept expecting someone to attack his back. _Why? I know better! _

_This doesn't make sense!_

But, he was also tired and should sleep to be on his best form for tomorrow...

After tossing around pointlessly for a few more minutes, Kenshin gave up on the futile effort and dragged his bedroll to the nearest tree and sat down with his back against it. Then, he took a hold of his sword and cradled it in his arms. _If anything comes, at least this way my sword will be here and ready. _

The other good thing he wouldn't ever admit to, was that through the thin layers of his shirt, Kenshin could feel Kasumi's top in his pocket.

Then, after a minute of tense silence and subtle readjustments of his seating, Kenta sent him _the petting comfort feel._

Reassured, he was finally able to fall asleep.

* * *

><p>Early the next morning, Kenshin found himself on the busy streets of Choshuu's capital - Hagi. The sheer number of people felt more than slightly intimidating, but also thrilling. It had been so long since the last time…<p>

However, Kenshin was acutely aware of the reason why he had been stuck in his seclusion on the 12th Master's mountain, and thus kept his hair firmly covered up.

As Kenshin walked the streets that morning, it slowly begun to come clear that while he wanted to join in the fight against the Shogun, it wouldn't be that simple. After all, most people here thought badly of foreigners and even though Kenshin wasn't one… he _looked_ like one.

So how could he convince those Ishin Shishi people that he, too, believed that the Shogunate wasn't doing a good enough job? That he didn't care much for foreigners either?

For the matter, how could he even _find_ these Ishin Shishi?

And given that fighting was officially allowed only for the samurai class, how could he – a farmer's son, who had been sold, and thus thrust outside the system - convince people that he too could be useful?

_Was it even possible?_

As the facts lined up, Kenshin began to feel that joining in the fight for the happiness for the common people would be slightly more difficult that he had first realized. So, he walked around the city, trying to listen in on the people's conversations, rumors and general talk to get a good handle of the current situation. Master had lately pushed him to consider his options before making choices. And besides, the very thought of directly _asking_ people gave Kenshin shivers.

Also, truthfully, going around and inquiring where he could join in the rebellion against the government seemed not only impossibly hard, but also utterly ridiculous.

As if he wasn't already self-conscious enough; every time he accidentally bumped into someone or for some reason caught people's attention, they would glance at his sword, send covert second looks noting his pale skin or the tip of light shaded hair showing under the reed hat… and of course, he heard plenty of amused mutters remarking of kids playing Samurai.

Kenshin knew he was small - _they didn't have to point it out!_

But in any case, he knew that he didn't look like a capable fighter. He was young and adults had always thought that children didn't amount to much. Not that he was a child anymore, but people didn't necessarily _see_ it.

However, what he managed to piece together from the talk going on the streets…. was _promising_. A lot of people seemed to agree with the "Sonno Joi:" the ideology that said the foreigners should be pushed out and Emperor reinstated to power. He had also heard of some Samurai called Takasugi Shinsaku, who was gathering a paramilitary troop.

However, only few people mentioned it and they were annoyingly careful to keep their whispers low.

In the evening, Kenshin headed out of the town again. He didn't know how much he would have to travel before he finally would find a group that would accept his sword to their cause. If Hagi didn't work out, then he would head to another province and travelling was expensive.

Thus, it made sense to save where he could.

For some reason, though, it was hard to fall asleep. After trying to sleep properly with his bedroll near the lingering traces of fire's warmth, Kenshin gave up on the futile effort and relocated to the nearest tree. _It wasn't paranoid or stupid to want something to cover his back, right?_

And cradling his sword was just sensible.

After all, he didn't have the impenetrable defense of Master Hiko watching over his rest anymore… no, it was just him and Kenta.

* * *

><p>It took a week of listening in on rumors and the talk on the streets, before Kenshin finally heard anything useful about Takasugi Shinsaku and the troops he was building to fight for the "Sonno joi" movement. And everything he did hear made him even more interested. It all sounded just about perfect: the army was called Kiheitai and was recruiting able fighters based on <em>ability<em>, not heritage. So everyone, no matter the class or status could join up if they were good enough.

And if there was one thing Kenshin was sure of, it was the deep conviction of being good enough. The Hiten Mitsurugi _was_ the strongest sword style and even Master had agreed that there was almost nothing left to teach him.

So, now it would be just a matter of finding the people recruiting for Kiheitai, making sure that they were fighting for the same things that Kenshin believed in…

…and then _convincing_ them to accept him.

* * *

><p>It had taken him two weeks before he finally managed to figure out where Kiheitai did their recruitment for the month. Though many people agreed with "Sonno Joi", it really wasn't wise to speak aloud about creating an independent army. So people were careful and didn't talk about it on the streets.<p>

But, like Kenta had reminded Kenshin, they _could_ hear better than other people with their ki -trick. And though it had been a long time since they had used it, years in fact, it wasn't hard to remember how: guiding a drop of ki to his ears.

And the best thing?

It seemed that all those years and all that effort spent in training had increased his ability to handle the ki, so they could use it longer and more often!

So, with the help of ki, they managed to piece together that a recruitment officer from Kiheitai was holding a meeting in a remote teahouse near the harbor. And the fighters who were looking to join could go there to ask questions.

That was where Kenshin was now; sitting in the corner, with a hat carefully covering all of his damning hair. People kept giving him a covert looks and his sword had them frowning thoughtfully. But so far, no one had demanded him to leave.

The teahouse was filled with people, many types of fighters - and all of them big and scary looking men. Kenshin wasn't afraid of the sort, because compared to Master… these men were mostly common rabble. All that muscle mass wasn't going to gain them any favors when combined with fat, the smell of sake or their generally disreputable and lazy look.

But what made Kenshin wary, was that most of them carried the paired swords.

_They are Samurai?_

Kenshin swallowed, and gripped the hilt of his sword tighter.

While he didn't particularly care for Samurai anymore, he had realized that not all Samurai believed in the Shogun. Most of them were just serving their lord, and if their lord wasn't too keen on the government's ideologies, well. Who was to comment what their men were doing in their private time?

But that wasn't the important thing, not really. Not compared to the fact that few men in the tea house were clearly peasants or artisans_… _and some even_ merchants_. And there was even a _monk_.

_A monk!_

So it seemed that the rumors were true and there was a real possibility for those of lower castes or of unconventional background to join in. Kenshin felt really relieved when he realized that. The last thing he wanted was for those hostile and distrustful stares to turn into a fight, especially if one of them noticed his hair…

But was Kiheitai willing to recruit truly anyone based on ability, not class or status? And did that include young people… or foreign looking people?

That was _the _question.

Kenshin huddled deeper into his corner, knuckles white by his tight grip of his katana's hilt. And then, the sturdy door slid open and in walked a man. And suddenly everyone seemed to turn around, and whispers erupted: "It's him… that's the Kiheitai's officer."

The officer was tall and lean, but he didn't look weak. No, he walked like a warrior. A _real_ warrior with dark hair in a topknot and the two swords of the samurai…

Kenshin swallowed weakly - this didn't look too good.

"I hear you men are interested in fighting?" The officer asked with a loud booming voice, lips curved in an easy smile. He seemed really confident, almost intimidating… but that smile made him somehow appear - friendly?

The crowd answered with enthusiasm. And then came in the barrage of questions, which the officer – Yamagata Kyusuke-san – easily answered. It really did seem that this Kiheitai was what Kenshin had hoped for - an army unit separate from the government that was gathering under Takasugi Shinsaku's leadership. This Yamagata-san was Takasugi-san's second in command, apparently. And for recruited soldiers, there would be decent pay, free lodging and training to fight together as a proper army.

And what was the best thing, was that Kiheitai fought for "Sonno Joi." That was very clear right from the start. Kenshin grinned in sheer relief, as everyone here seemed to agree with his beliefs!

It was a novel feeling.

Finally, he was among people who all believed the same as he did! He couldn't help but to feel enthusiastic.

It was then that the Buddhist monk rose up to ask a question that had bothered Kenshin from the start; "Is it true that Kiheitai will accept anyone, if they have talent?"

And Yamagata-san grinned and answered with a loud voice: "A good question and one that I have been waiting to hear! So listen up, you all. Yes! Kiheitai will recruit the very best fighters. It doesn't matter what class you are born to, what do did for your living or where you have been! If you can fight and can prove it to us – we will gladly recruit you!"

This raised cheers from the farmers and merchants and even from the few seedier looking samurai. Also the monk seemed to relax.

Now seemed like the perfect moment to ask…

'Yes! Let's go! Ask him!' Kenta egged him on.

It had to be the _right moment._ But why did his hands shake? Kenshin gripped his sword's hilt, rose and asked with a raised voice: "You will take _anyone_ willing to fight and prove that they can?"

And then, _everybody_ turned to look at him.

Absolutely everybody.

For some reason Kenshin's feet didn't feel steady at all, his hands had a little shake in them and his heart was beating rabbit fast.

_This was it._

So, Kenshin reached up and pulled the thin knot keeping his reed hat in place, and let it fall from his head.

"A foreigner!" "A kid!" "What is this shit?"

"I am not a foreigner and I am not a kid! I want to fight!" Kenshin immediately retorted back, gritting his teeth in annoyance. Why did everybody have to pick up on his size? He knew that he was small! And that foreigner thing…

Yamagata-san seemed to stare at him really hard, and noted the sword on his waist with a frown. Then the officer glanced around the room and stopped for a moment to look at the monk, who for some reason seemed really doubtful. And for a second, Yamagata-san's ki felt really cold, like Master's when he had been displeased.

If Kenshin hadn't been living with a man whose bad temper had been legendary, he wouldn't have caught it… what did it mean?

But then Yamagata-san smiled: "Sure kid. If you can prove that you can fight, we will take _even_ you. Now? Any other questions? No? Good. Let's get going!"

And that was it.

Kenshin exhaled, all the tension seeping out of him in that gust of air. He really wanted to sit down, but people were moving to follow Yamagata-san out of the inn… so now was really not the time for his nerves to abandon him. So, Kenshin steeled his resolve, pushed himself up again and picked up his meager belongings, joining the stream up people.

Sun blinded his unguarded eyes for a minute, but it didn't matter. He was among men who believed the same as him and this would work! This really, really had to work! After all, the hardest part was over now that Yamagata-san was willing to give him a chance!

'We can do it!' Kenta agreed and nudged him encouragingly.

'Yes!' Kenshin grinned, and followed the other warriors.

* * *

><p>They travelled to the outskirts of Hagi, where Yamagata-san had a horse waiting, along with few other Kiheitai soldiers. After a small break and some hurried directions, the new potential recruits were set out to follow the Kiheitai troops out to a less busy mountain road.<p>

Apparently, the main troops were gathered some distance away from Hagi and they would have to walk there. This was perfectly fine for Kenshin, who had always liked travelling and was very fit. However, in the group there were quite a few who were less than happy about the development, mostly some of the seedier samurai, and nearly all of the merchants. It didn't take a lot sweating on the uphill road for their grumbling comments to increase in volume and snappish temperaments to start boiling.

At the start, Kenshin had travelled in the back, trying to avoid unnecessary attention, but after the complaints had changed their pitch to angry, he, too, had drifted more to the front.

The Kiheitai men didn't pay any attention to the complainers and drifters, but for more reputable looking recruits travelling at the front, the situation was becoming embarrassing and they began to throw snappish comebacks; "Fucking amateurs, trying to become fighters!" "Fat merchants, leave the fighting for Samurai!" and finally; "If you cannot even walk, why do you even want to join the army?"

That silenced the complainers.

Mostly.

There were about thirty or so people in the group, and most of them had some sort of weapons with them, majority being ordinary single or paired swords. However, there were some spears and few people, like the monk, didn't carry any weapons at all. Kenshin wasn't sure if it was because they didn't own any, or if they just intended to fight with their bare hands.

It was a highly diverse group, but even still… Kenshin desperately stood out. His age, his size, his coloring… with all those recognizable factors, it didn't make any sense to cover his hair back again. Especially not now that Yamagata-san had accepted him as a potential recruit for testing.

Maybe he should have, though. But then again, it likely wouldn't have helped all that staring and whispering going on around him.

_Why couldn't people just shut up?_ Kenshin knew he was different, so did the people have to keep picking on the sore point?

And why did the people always get stuck on the foreigner thing? He wasn't a foreigner! He had even clearly told them so back at the teahouse! And why shouldn't he, too, have the right to join in the "Sonno joi" to drive away the barbarians? He didn't like the foreigners either! And what was that gossiping about him being too tiny or too young? Or that one half-blind and obnoxious idiot, who opinioned that he looked like a girl?!

He_ certainly _did not look like a girl in any way!

Kenta had become truly pissed off at the talk, long before Kenshin, in fact. It wanted them to do something about it and was throwing nastier and nastier ideas.

Even though Kenshin was sorely tempted to act out Kenta's will on a few of the more annoying commenters, he knew he couldn't let in to the temptation. Not even for a single moment. If he was to fight together with these men, it didn't make any sense to start a quarrel among them. Especially not before the testing, as they didn't have any idea how the Kiheitai were to choose the soldiers among the potential recruits.

Besides, the ugly fact was that Kenshin had always had to endure similar opinions, and truly… these men's taunts and mocking comments weren't even nearly as bad as what Master had unleashed at him in his moods.

So, Kenshin gritted his teeth and endured it.

After all, the hazing had to stop after the testing and then these people would see him for his merits, not for his looks. It should be so, as mostly these nasty comments seemed to stem from people's doubts that he could actually wield the sword he carried. _Almost like those two samurai back in Settsu hadn't believed… _

Few hours after the sunset, they finally made camp beside the road. It was high in the mountains, shaded by trees and harsh mountain slopes. Kenshin surveyed the site, trying to decide where he should make his camp; perhaps he could even join in with some of the friendlier looking men…

_Ah, actually, maybe I should just pick my own spot at the outskirts._ After all, Kenshin hadn't slept with so many people near him, not in six years. Not since the slave caravan, actually… he inhaled sharply, and closed his eyes, trying to chase away the half- forgotten memories.

Kenta pushed soothing emotions to him, doing its best to calm him down.

After a few moments to gather his nerves, Kenshin dragged his belongings to a sturdy pine tree shadowing the main camp site and started uneasily going through his evening routine: setting a fire, spreading his bedroll and cooking a practical meal of rise and dried meat. Though the actions were long practiced and methodical, somehow Kenshin just couldn't calm down.

People kept staring at him, clearly surprised to see any sort of competence from him.

How _annoying._

It didn't help that he wasn't tired at all. That fifteen mile trek up to the mountains hadn't been anything to him, and Kenshin was acutely aware that travelling alone he could have gone a lot further and faster. It was odd, really. These men around him were taller, stronger and older than him… but put together, they walked ridiculously slowly, like a pack of turtles.

Logically thinking, he could understand it somewhat – they had to set the travelling pace according to the slowest of the group and few of the recruits were, ah… pathetic?

But then again, didn't being in a group mean that they were in this together, that no one was left behind? And they really couldn't be that bad, could they? And there _was_ going to be an intense training at the army, so maybe after some work these men could become good fighters?

And _everyone_ here believed the same as him, that they needed to help the common people. That they too should fight for the betterment of the country, to drive away the foreigners destroying the country and overthrow the incompetent Shogun.

He was not alone in his belief, not anymore.

The thought comforted him some.

Tomorrow… tomorrow, they would get to the Kiheitai training grounds. There they would be tested and the best were to be accepted to the troop. Tomorrow he and Kenta could show all that they, too, could fight and _earn_ everyone's respect.

'Yes.' Kenta whispered.

With that, Kenshin clutched his sword tighter in his arms and leaned his back against the tree. The spring night sky was clear and beautiful.

* * *

><p>At noon they were climbing deep into the mountain passes. The road was precariously narrow and quite a few of the yesterday's complainers had called it quits already.<p>

"Finally some quiet." One particularly smart-mouthed Samurai close to Kenshin had remarked out loud, earning few laughs from the others. Another added in ill-humor; "The walk is already shedding some fat!" Which, of course, raised even more laughter.

Kenshin didn't know what to think of this humor at someone's expense that seemed to be popular among the men. To him it seemed very disrespectful, and how could men of such attitude learn to work together? But then again, their mean humor had a grain of truth; the Kiheitai was supposed to recruit only the best.

So, in that respect, it made sense that people who couldn't even walk for a day or two wouldn't make the cut. This crude early selection didn't make Kenshin very worried… well, maybe.

A _little_ bit.

If Kenshin was perfectly truthful with himself, he didn't have a lot of diverse fighting experience to accurately gauge his skill level against the others. Kenshin had never fought against anyone but Master, who was on a whole another level and thus bad for making comparisons. Oh, and then there had been those two Samurai in Settsu, but they hadn't even been proper fighters. So, where did this leave him to stand in reality?

A tiny seed of doubt rose in Kenshin; perhaps he wouldn't be good enough either, maybe the better fighters here were like Master – an impassable wall to clash against.

_No. I am good enough. I must be good enough. Because if I am not… what will I do? Return in shame to Master? Try to find another group?_

_No, giving up simply isn't an option,_ Kenshin resolved – _this will be it_.

The group came to a stop at a small clearing next the mountain road. There was another group of men waiting for them, one of them stood out in particular; a very lean man with short hair. He had a very distinctive presence in ki and he was looking after a particularly fine horse.

"Here we are!" Yamagata-san called out loudly from ahead of the group.

_Here? This was Kiheitai?_ But the rumors and talk on the street had said that it was a proper army, one that was hundreds of men strong, Kenshin stared in disbelief.

Yamagata-san dismounted and walked to greet to short-haired man; "Takasugi! Here are the newest recruit hopefuls."

The man answered to the greeting easily, and then looked the recruits over and nodded thoughtfully; "A good group."

_Hey… wasn't Takasugi the name of Kiheitai's commander?_ Kenshin narrowed his eyes. _Oh, so this is the man I really, really need to impress. _After all, it was only logical; if the highest ranked man in the troop agreed to his recruitment, no one could say anything against it.

With that thought in mind, Kenshin tried to get a good read of the commander; a confident, able and controlled ki with a pointed edge of coldness to it. Practiced easy stance, and the man kept an eye to his surroundings… so, definitely an experienced swordsman. But none of those qualities was important for ensuring his acceptance.

So what influenced this Takasugi-san? Did he hate the foreigners, and would be quick to assume Kenshin was one? Did the commander believe only in physical strength? Could he see beneath Kenshin's youth to the wellspring of ability? Would he even be given a chance to show his skills?

Yamagata-san was talking to the commander with a fast clip and kept gesturing. At one time, the officer even pointed at him, and then both men looked at him.

More talking, and Takasugi's kept frowning.

Kenshin swallowed, it really didn't look good.

Among the group of potential recruits whispers started to fly, joined by quiet remarks and few pointed barking laughs. Next to Kenshin, the monk noticed it and tensed, opening his mouth to say something -

"Alright. The break is over! Gather around, gather around! Good!" Yamataga-san shouted and the men hastened to obey. The shared excitement flowing in the air stifled Kenshin's oppressing fear of being denied. "We will test you here! Those that are accepted move to the side, those that are not… are free to leave whenever they want."

People laughed at the cutting remark, but some of them were clearly almost as uneasy as Kenshin. However, he wasn't given a chance to stew in his doubts longer, for Yamagata loudly continued; "We will test you in a simple spar. You tell us how you fight and we will choose a good opponent for you from the Kiheitai troops we have present."

The soldiers who were with Takasugi rose to stand after those words. And Kenshin couldn't help the nervous gulp; they looked tough, very fit and entirely professional.

"So, who wants to go first?" Yamagata asked with a grin.

The testing proceeded as promised; the people would step out, announce with what they fought and then they would spar with a Kiheitai soldier that rose up to answer the challenge. The fighters used a diverse display of styles, and most of the bouts were almost equal in skill level. However, the level of skill on show… when compared to Master, it was just pathetic.

Kenshin felt more and more confident as the fights processed. _I have been sparring against Master for years, and I have held out my own. I can do this. I really can! _

Kenta nudged him eagerly, seemingly agreeing with him completely.

But always before Kenshin could gather his courage, someone else would step out to the ring for fight. Like the monk, whom he had kept noticing earlier had been accepted into the ranks without a hitch - he had fought without weapons, just using his fists and legs. It had been a very interesting style to observe, if not for anything else – then for its sheer unusualness.

Then, before Kenshin even noticed, there was no one else left but him. The expectant looks pushed him into action, and he stepped forward and gripped his sword tightly. It seemed ridiculous to announce his preference when it was so blatantly obvious.

Among the Kiheitai soldiers, no one was volunteering to for the fight, and for some reason they kept arguing amongst themselves.

Kenshin shuffled his feet, unsure what the problem was. Yamagata-san had promised him this chance. So, why wasn't anyone coming to fight with him?

_How can I even prove my worth if no one is willing to face me? _Kenshin thought, and shifted his weight a was really awkward to stand there alone.

"What's the matter?" Takasugi-san called out from the sidelines, clearly displeased.

"It's just a kid! I can't hit kids, my wife would kill me!" A shout rose to answer from among the soldiers. And somehow, that broke the dam and suddenly everyone was shouting to Takasugi-san; "Who let him in here… a kid playing a Samurai!" "A foreigner trying to join in!" "Looks like a little girl!" "It wouldn't be right to fight the boy. I didn't join in the army to beat kids!" "The boy can't be more than ten! Look how small he is!"

With the last one, Kenshin's temper finally snapped and he couldn't help but to retort back; "I am not a kid! I am thirteen and I can fight! Just let me try!"

Then Takasugi-san just raised his hand, and the soldiers fell silent. Then he questioned with a bland voice, keeping his tone calm; "Not a single one of you is willing to test the boy? Is that what you are saying?"

There were distinct amount of nods in the crowd, and then Takasugi-san was looking directly at Kenshin, with the force of his personality for the first time aimed at him; "And boy… you want to fight? To join in Kiheitai?"

Kenshin steeled himself, and nodded just once; "Just give me a chance. I can prove that I can fight!"

The commander nodded thoughtfully, stroked his chin once and said; "Alright boy. I can understand your need to prove your skills. If no one here will fight you, I will." And with that, Takasugi-san stepped out towards him and drew his sword. And suddenly Kenshin realized that the commander was also a notably _young_ man. Maybe in his early twenties, or so. Even so, he felt dangerous. His ki felt cold and focused – just like a snake ready to strike.

It reminded Kenshin of Master, and he gulped – privately fearing that he might hava picked a lot tougher fight than he had even realized. Swallowing his unease, Kenshin drew his sword too. _I hoped for a chance to impress this man… well, this is it._

The crowd surrounding them fell into a stunned silence, and then in their midst rose agitated low murmur.

Kenshin pointedly ignored it, and focused entirely on Takasugi-san, who had stopped at a few feet's distance. The commander's stance was rock solid; there wasn't a single opening to exploit.

_So, I just need to create one._ Kenshin resolved, and started to circle the man.

Takasugi followed his movements, but didn't attack… _so it will be up for me to make the first strike, huh? _

_And if I can't force an opening in the first charge, he can decide to call it quits. So, everything will depend on this. And if I only have one chance, I will need to give it my best. _

'Let's do this.' Kenshin thought to Kenta.

'Yes! Let's use it!' And the spirit leaned against the wall, slipping through the cracks and Kenshin felt the coldness spread evenly into his side. He grinned at the sensation, sprinted forward at his best speed and charged directly for an upper kesarigi cut to the shoulder.

Takasugi managed a parry - _no matter. The defensive stance is good and it was an obvious starting stroke._ Kenshin dodged lighting fast to the left side, left vulnerable by the hasty parry and there it was, an opening in the stance – already!

Taking it, Kenshin bared his teeth in sheer exhilaration.

_Dammit! _

Just in time Takasugi managed another frenzied save, the parry barely in place to stop his advance. It didn't matter, because the man was badly out of balance and Kenshin needed to press his advantage, while he still had it. And yes, _THERE!_

It was like the time stopped.

Takasugi-san was frozen still with Kenshin's blade on his jugular, the fine sharp steel a hair's width away from piercing the skin.

"Yield. I yield." The man panted, and his eyes flown wide open in sheer stunned alarm.

Kenshin grinned, and for a second savored that stunned expression. And then, proudly, he let the blade fall from the Kiheitai Commander's throat.

"So do I pass?" He couldn't help but to ask.

* * *

><p><em>AN: Now, I have absolutely no idea how Kiheitai recruiting was done. It was practically impossible to find legit sources of. So, please forgive me for the anime-styled scene. Also, I feel so sorry for Kenshin. He is passionately acting for his beliefs and stepping straight into nest of vipers. (God, he is so young and naïve. Half the time, I wish I could shake some sense in him. Well… that will be coming in time.) <em>


	16. Tug o War

_AN: I have gotten bunch of wonderful reviews, all urging me to post more of this. Thank you for your support. However, the beta-reading has been slow and only the first third of this chapter has been betaed by Chie in 2014. However, over a year is awfully long wait…. So, for those that are curious about the story and don't mind typos and other horrible mistakes a highly dyslexic ESL noobie writer makes, this is for you._

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter 15. Tug o war<strong>

Since he had defeated the Kiheitai's commander in a spar, Kenshin naturally passed the muster. To make things even sweeter, Takasugi seemed impressed with him and curiously inquired about the name of his sword style. Without a second thought, Kenshin answered, "Hiten Mitsurugi." And for some reason, the commander startled slightly, before thoughtfully muttering, "so, that's what it was."

Not long after, the new recruits were ushered to pack up the make-shift camp and head further into the mountains.

They arrived to the official permanent training grounds in the early evening. From the first glance it was clear that the Kiheitai troop was exactly as promised; a proper paramilitary troop with nearly two hundred men residing in the camp. According to Yamagata-san, the men were constantly moving in and out with patrols, and more recruits were joining them weekly from all corners of the Choshuu's provinces Suo and Nagato.

For Kenshin, it seemed that his performance in the test had gained him the approval of the other recruits – albeit grudgingly. A few curious ones had even approached him with questions about his swordsmanship. Kenshin didn't really know what to think about this sudden change of attitude, but he had answered the questions to the best of his knowledge. However, after they settled for the night at the main camp… the looks and whispers started flying anew.

It was getting really annoying.

_How should I even react to all these new people and their sudden interest?_ Kenshin thought in exasperation, but in the end, he did as he had always done when in doubt: withdrew and listened from the sidelines.

Yamagata-san had told them that their training would begin tomorrow, and then they would be informed of the rules, told about the pay, about further sleeping arrangements, the meals… all these essential things that they needed to know. Perhaps then, he wouldn't feel so much of an outsider.

Sleep was hard to come by, and as there weren't any convenient trees to sleep against, Kenshin just curled around his blade and clutched Kasumi's top hidden in his sleeve. Even the memento didn't help him to settle down. There were just so many people around him… and none of them felt safe.

Even in the crowd, Kenshin felt utterly alone. Kenta tried to comfort him, but it wasn't much help.

After what felt like hours of tossing and turning, Kenshin finally fell into a fitful sleep.

* * *

><p>The days rolled by.<p>

Kenshin noticed that when it came to fulfilling requirements and regular routines demanded of the soldiers, the army life was _easy_. It was just doing what was asked of him, obeying the terse commands, ignoring and enduring the endless stream of taunts, and training for hours and hours every single day. To _that_ rhythm Kenshin had settled without problems.

However the difficult part was ignoring the creeping shadow of loneliness.

Everyone around him was just so _unapproachable, _really. No one wanted to _talk_ to him. Well, not that Kenshin had exactly tried talking to the other soldiers, either. But what could he talk to them about? It wasn't like he had anything in common with them, except for his beliefs and the sword!

And speaking of swordsmanship, while people had initially been interested in Hiten Mitsurugi, it seemed to have been just an idle curiosity and had passed after the first few days. Now, he was left alone and was, at most, the topic of the other soldiers' crude gossip.

This social seclusion was really beginning to get to Kenshin, and he hadn't been able to sleep properly in weeks. It was just impossible to relax with all these people around him. So perhaps it wasn't a surprise that his old nightmares had returned. To combat them, Kenshin and the spirit had been attempting to train to the point of exhaustion with their ki during the common training exercises, with very little success.

However, one evening the tedium broke when Yamagata-san came to talk to him during the evening meal.

Kenshin had once again retreated to brood in his own corner of the camp, not in the mood to listen to the other men's crude humor and the constant mean-spirited gossip, the popular topic of which was a certain scrawny redhead kid. With the things being as they were, who could fault him for thinking that it was better to be alone and avoid the crowd ?

"So how has the training been?" Yamagata-san inquired with a friendly smile, as he stopped by Kenshin's camp.

"Easy." Kenshin replied moodily. And it was true – the sad fact was that he had been training a lot harder than this for most of his life. Really, his swordsmanship training at the moment was getting _ridiculous_. No one was willing to spar with him anymore, not after he had easily defeated the first boastful men.

So lately, Kenshin had been confined to very limited training possibilities.

_Just how exactly am I supposed to get better if I can't even get any fighting experience? _Not that anyone here was even remotely a good challenge, but still… training alone meant only basic kata or simple ki-training with Kenta for efficiency and endurance. Sure it was useful for faster speed and higher jumps, more strength in arms – but it was _boring._

"So I hear." Yamagata-san nodded, and smiled encouragingly; "This style of yours was called Hiten Mitsurugi?"

"Yes." Kenshin tersely replied, already disappointed. It seemed that Yamagata-san was just another of the curious ones. Just another person after information about the rare style, and when his whim was satisfied, he too would leave. Just like the others. Kenshin sighed. _Why doesn't he just get to the point already and leave me alone?_

"I have never heard of it."

_Oh yes, just like the rest._ _I must have explained this at least a million times…_ Kenshin huffed, even though he knew it had been only a handful. It was just that he really didn't care for repeating himself. Especially, when all it ever amounted to was even more disappointment.

"Not many have. It only ever has two practitioners; the Master and the apprentice. It's a really old style, and was designed to pit one against many." Kenshin grumbled the shortest explanation he could, hoping the officer would get the hint.

"So, I gather that you are the apprentice? I mean… you are so young. Where is your Master? Why is he not with you?"

Kenshin shot a furtive look out of the corner of his eye. Next to him, Yamagata-san had crouched down to a more conversational pose and seemed thoughtful, and more importantly, genuinely _interested._

Kenshin frowned, feeling at crossroads. On one hand, he really didn't have any wish to share his personal quarrel with Master with a stranger. But it also didn't seem tactful to deny the answer from his superior. And the fact was… no one had asked about Master before. So hesitantly, Kenshin explained, "Master and I… we had a disagreement. He didn't want to join any side of the conflict. But I… I felt like we could help the people better by joining the cause. So... I left."

"Huh. So that's why."

A silence settled between them, the only sound being the crackle of campfire. And then, Yamagata-san's ki warmed up a shade, and Kenshin glanced at the officer covertly.

Yamagata-san had a tiny smile at the corner of his mouth.

"I am glad that you did. You are really talented with the sword. With your skills we will have a better chance to make a difference." Then the older man rose to stand, and patted him on the shoulder, approvingly. Just like Kenshin, too, was just another comrade.

Kenshin froze in bewilderment, and watched in stunned silence as the officer left. _Yamagata-san accepted me? My reasons for fighting? And he thinks that I will be valuable to the Kiheitai?_

The feeling that rose in Kenshin's chest felt like the best thing that had happened to him since leaving the mountain. And then, a true smile rose to tug his lips. Even Kenta felt happier than in ages. _Everything's going to be okay. It really will be!_

* * *

><p>After that, Kenshin's life as a soldier began to slowly improve.<p>

This could mostly be attributed to Yamagata-san, and his new habit of stopping by to talk with Kenshin every now and then. Somehow those few minutes of attention made all the difference. And even if he didn't have much in common with the older man, the officer's friendly demeanor and inspiring words worked wonders to ease Kenshin's soul-crushing loneliness.

However, the issue of his training continued to cause grief.

While the Kiheitai troops performed mostly group fighting exercises, Kenshin fit in those like a square peg into a round hole. Sure, he could and did obey the orders, but his abilities simply outshone everyone else's by miles. The lieutenants had noted this, and had begun to direct him for covering the retreats.

But during the regular group drills, Kenshin was left to train by himself. It was like despite his best wishes, Kenshin simply wasn't _fit_ to be a soldier.

One night, Kenshin finally managed to gather his nerve and complained about this to Yamagata-san. And after a pause, the older man looked directly into his eyes and noted calmly, "for those with skill, there will always be a place."

Just as Kenshin was about to protest, the officer raised his hand slightly, just enough to quell the starting words. Then he continued thoughtfully, his eyes piercing, "but if it happens that you are too good to fight in an simple army unit… for the cause, we can always find other uses for your talents."

* * *

><p>It was nearly two months later, when the chance finally came.<p>

The night before, Yamagata-san had pulled Kenshin aside and remarked to him, "Takasugi-san will be entertaining a visitor tomorrow. If you play your cards right and manage to impress him… something might just come out of it."

Kenshin hadn't needed to ask more. The officer's hooded gaze and unusually serious demeanor told him enough – this could be his chance to get into the thick of things.

_Finally._

So far Kiheitai hadn't seen any fighting. Just sitting in the training camp wasn't doing anything to ensure the common people's happiness. No, this would be a step forward that Kenshin couldn't let pass him by.

The next day showed the most miserable excuse for summer weather; a cold drizzling rain, blowing straight from the sea. Kenshin's unit was doing basic drills on the training posts alongside with newcomers. Most of the men were practicing their charging strikes either with spears or the bayonet of the few new western rifles Takasugi had managed to scrounge for their use. The intention behind the exercise was to prepare the units to use this new combat style so they would be capable of facing the foreign troops on equal ground.

Of course, Kenshin hadn't been participating in these drills since the very first days. It simply wasn't practical to have him doing the grunt work, especially considering his slight build and highly specialized skill-set. So, just like usual, he was on the side, practicing on controlling his ki more efficiently.

In a way, he didn't mind having to share the training ground with so many others. It allowed him to pretend he was one of them, a soldier like the rest. However, Kenshin really could have done without the group of three newcomer samurai staring at him, not even bothering to be subtle about it.

Worse, the idiots with their fancy paired swords and pointless bravado hadn't yet learned about him from their peers and kept picking on him about his age and appearance with mean jokes and mocking words. "Ha. The kid brought his own sword.""Hey kid, I'll give you a ryu if you manage to cut the training post in half."

Kenshin scowled, annoyed by the reminder and the men's disbelief about his abilities. _Have they never met a dangerous and capable, if somewhat small man?_

But that final remark, it had some promise. After all, the pay day for sixth month hadn't arrived yet. As a child of truly poor origins, Kenshin valued having the safety money provided. Besides, a full golden ryu was worth a _lot_. Perhaps he would have the time…

_Oh damn! _There was finally Takasugi-san's familiar ki -presence and accompanying it… another. A well-defined aura that felt notably carefully controlled. Most likely a talented swordsman, Kenshin surmised and glanced subtly at the road overseeing the muddy training ground. And there they were – Takasugi and a finely dressed Samurai holding an umbrella.

Yes, _definitely_ the opportunity Yamagata-san had told him about earlier.

_Something impressive, huh?_ Out of all the moves Kenshin had in his repertoire, some flashier than others… the Ryutsuisen was definitely his favorite. Then again, there was the matter of those three idiots and their money. How sweet would it be to force them to eat their mocking words? But simply cutting through the post was so easy…

_Hmm… choices, choices._

On the road, Takasugi-san was looking at him with a pointed frown, signaling for him to hurry it up.

Kenshin bit his lip in indecision, but then grinned as the idea came to him and it was just about perfect; unusual and showy, just as Hiten Mitsurugi's improvements to the basic strikes usually were, plus it fulfilled the parameters of the challenge.

'Yes. That will do.' Kenta agreed enthusiastically.

_'Just like you.'_ Kenshin smiled, for once approving of the spirit's evil sense of justice. A moment's intense focus and Kenshin opened his senses to let Kenta to flow to his side of the wall, and then directed the ki to the blade…

And _cut_.

The quick draw strike of Souryusen cut through the thick log like it was melted rice paste, and the follow up, a solid hit by the iron sheath threw the upper half of the post off in a rather impressive curve. Kenshin exhaled, and closed his eyes to enjoy the gasps of surprise from the crowd behind him. He just _loved_ impressing people.

However, even though the look of naked astonishment on the three idiot's faces quite likely served to make his day, money was money. Expectantly Kenshin held out his hand and deadpanned, "my ryo, please."

* * *

><p>When the letter had arrived a bit over a month ago, the man most commonly known as Katsura Kogora had been <em>perplexed<em>.

His affairs in the Capital kept him notoriously busy and his old friend Takasugi Shinsaku was well aware of the fact. But here was a letter asking Katsura to take the time for a personal visit to Hagi? And instead of a proper explanation, there was only a postscript saying there was something interesting the man wished to show him?

_What on earth?_

Even the best of his guesses wouldn't shed more light on the mystery, other than that it must have something to do with the new paramilitary force Takasugi had been building from a scratch, Katsura decided. But the wording of the letter was definitely unusual, especially considering by whom it was written. Takasugi was an energetic, battle-loving and boastful man. Normally when he wrote, he would express his meaning clearly, if with a bit too much flourish. But not this time.

Now, if the handwriting wasn't so achingly familiar and their usual code words hadn't matched, Katsura would have suspected a fraud. If only! That would have been a far _simpler_ matter to take care of. No, this was just Takasugi being tight-lipped to an outrageous degree.

_"… take time and visit me in the province. I have something here that will catch your interest for sure." _Well, if nothing else, his friend's claim had been correct – Katsura _was_ curious.

So even if it took him the better part of a month, Katsura wrangled his affairs into order and rode out to Hagi. The journey was long and hideously uncomfortable in the middle summer's heat wave. So much that Katsura was almost ready to disclaim all ties to his boyhood comrade – only thing holding his patience was that fact that Takasugi hadn't ever betrayed him.

Of course, when he finally reached the mountain training camp, the weather was also miserable… but in an entirely different manner. The pouring rain would have been pleasant change if not for its coldness. And then Katsura was paraded around the camp, forced to suffer through hours of watching the Kiheitai troop's prowess. But while the soldiers and their new western influenced training regiment were appealing and having firsthand knowledge about them could be useful for furthering the Ishin Shishi's agenda in the Capital.… it wasn't anything he hadn't already expected, knowing Takasugi.

_So why was I invited here? _Katsura frowned and glanced at the man walking by his side. Takasugi was in good spirits, but he looked leaner, even _gaunt_ compared to the last time. The insidious sickness, tuberculosis, was eating the man's vitality and there was nothing anyone could do about it. _And the wet weather certainly isn't helping matters, either…_

"That one." Takasugi said suddenly and nodded towards the training field, directing Katrura's gaze to a lone child among the soldiers. The boy was tiny, couldn't be more than ten years old. And _red_ hair? _A sword?_

A _foreign swordsman_ among Takasugi's rifle troops?

And then the child sliced through the ten inch thick oak post like it was _nothing_. A feat that even Katsura for his lifelong swords-training and famous prowess with the blade could never even imagine of _trying_ to attempt. At that moment, Katsura Kogoro realized that here was exactly what he needed in Kyoto.

"How about that?" The Kiheitai commander asked with a smug tone, clearly pleased at his surprise.

"Takasugi…"

To further their shared political agenda, to weaken the Shogun's government, they _needed_ to clear out key players in the game. In these last few years, Katsura had had few assassinations conducted by some of his samurai comrades, but it had been always messy business. It was a tricky dilemma. A lone fighter was always at the risk of failing, but a group was highly visible and often too slow.

Worse, those clumsily carried out amateur attempts failed to give out the _proper_ message.

No, Ishin Shishi needed a fighter capable of cutting down every one in his path and then to disappear in the darkness, without anyone being the wiser. They needed a killer capable of instilling the ungodly terror for every single cowardly heart of Shogun's backers.

"I know you saw him with those wide open eyes of yours."

_An Assassin – that's what we need._

"That boy…"

_And here, in Takasugi's army, is a boy capable of doing the deed._

"I want him to come to Kyoto with me." Katsura uttered, still staring at the impossibility before him. The tiny wisp of a boy was talking to the other soldiers and was holding his hand for money..?

_Were they gambling?_

Takasugi didn't answer immediately. Instead, he stared pensively at the troops training for a good long while and then headed to the main camp's direction. "Hmmm. Come, walk with me."

"Wasn't this what your letter hinted at?" Katsura finally asked, more than slightly perplexed.

"I came across the kid early this spring. My second in command, Yamagata Kyusuke, was doing recruitment in Hagi. He had to pick up the boy, or risk alleviating the lower class recruits. After all, we boast that we will accept everyone if they have the ability." Takasugi said, spitting to the ground.

Takasugi's sickness _was_ acting up, or more likely – progressing faster than had they estimated. Katsura judged from the amount of blood hitting the soil. _Damn._

"Now, Kyusuke had a problem; he had absolutely no intention of actually recruiting the boy, but he couldn't dismiss him outright either. So the smart man he is, Kyosuke thought to bring the kid along with others and then to help along the kid's sad, but all together expected failure with some selective choices of opponents. The problem was, not a single one of my soldiers wanted to have a go at the kid. But the little bugger insisted." Takasugi sighed and after a minute pause, continued, "I could respect that will, so I dueled with him."

While this all was very interesting_… what are you getting at?_ Katsura raised his brow in silent question. After all, Takasugi wasn't a sentimental man.

"The kid beat me easily. It was like fighting against a lightning. I couldn't see a thing, didn't have time to react. The kid had a blade at my throat in seconds."

"Truly?"

If the kid could easily outmatch Takasugi, who was one of the better swordsmen Katsura had ever met, he would be _perfect_.

"Yeah. Couldn't help but to ask the name of the kid's sword school. It's Hiten Mitsurugi."

"Oh…"

_That_ changed things, Katsura frowned, disappointed. _Or does it?_

The Hiten Mitsurugi Ryuu was the sword style that was practically legendary in the southwestern Japan. It was made famous especially in Hagi by the Old man Niitsu, the 12th Hiko Seijuuro. Katsura and most of his peers were brought up with stories on how the Master had settled the fiercest quarrel in the century, one that had been on the verge of exploding into a full blown civil war, by single-handedly bringing the powerful Ki-clan to the heel.

And knowing to exactly _who_ that clan was directly connected by blood… The old man Niitsu must have had ego and cunning to match his legendary fame. It was those stories that had pushed Katsura in his youth to hunt down the rest of the myths and rumors mentioning the Hiko Seijuurous. It was the reason why, even now, he kept an ear out for the whispers of "White Death".

The Hiten Mitsurugi a style that was rumored to be passed down only once a generation for ensuring the peace for the common people. It's legacy backed uninterrupted all the way from the era of civil wars. The strength of the style was unrivaled, the reputation flawless… it was universally admired in every story. And it was something that Katsura, as a student of history had _always_ wanted to witness…

"Yeah, that."

…and here it was, in the form of a _mixed_ blood child. _How on earth had that happened?_

"The kid wants to help the people, to create a world where people are treated fairly. A naïve child, truly. But he has a good heart and skilled arm." Takasugi said and again spat on the ground, like even the words had turned bitter in his mouth.

"I know what you need in Kyoto. Those failed and badly executed assassinations are bad for Ishin Shishi's reputation and don't work as they should. You need someone skilled and the boy would be perfect for it. So, I ask you – are you willing to stain the sword of Mitsurugi with this? Are you willing to drown that kid in blood?"

Katsura frowned and considered the matter. He believed in his work and the Ishin Shishi's cause, there was no question about it. Ever since his teacher's death in the hands of Bakufu, he had awakened to more radical measures to gain the leverage they needed. The Shogun's government was its last days. If they could push enough, play the game right… they had the chance to end the tyranny, push Japan into a new age and ready it to face the foreigners in their own terms. But for that…

"Yes."

_For the cause I can sacrifice even the legendary blade of Mitsurugi. For the new era… there truly isn't anything I wouldn't give up._

"I don't like the thought of putting the kid into that work. I truly don't. I would prefer to keep him here, let him grow and use him with the rest of Kiheitai militia when they are needed. But the kid is willing and has been getting more restless by the day. So, I will let you talk to him, but it's up to you to convince him."

* * *

><p>Sometime after the training session's end, Yamagata-san came to fetch Kenshin. Apparently Takasugi-san wished to have a word.<p>

_So, does this mean that the visitor was impressed with me and wants to meet? Maybe they have a better use of my talents? _Kenshin pondered wishfully, as he crossed the muddy field.

The commander's housing was a large but simple wooden structure at the sidelines and it had clan signs and Kiheitai's banner decorating the doorway. Stepping inside, Kenshin's eyes immediately zeroed onto Takasugi-san's visitor, the unknown Samurai in fine clothes and the paired blades at his side. The man's presence just oozed power and charisma and Kenshin couldn't help but to feel impressed.

_Yes, he is definitely someone important._

Sitting by the wall, idly plunging the strings of his lute, Takasugi nodded to him and barked a terse introduction, "Kenshin, this is Katsura Kogoro. The head of Choshuu province's Ishin Shishi."

The new Samurai didn't turn, just continued to watch out from the window.

Kenshin nodded slowly, feeling somewhat unnerved by their behavior. _Am I supposed to do something? Just what is going on?_

It seemed like an eternity rolled by as he waited in silence, shifting the point of his balance from one leg to another as a way of driving the nervous energy somewhere. But then, the new man, this Katsura turned to look at him sharply and spoke, "I'm going to be straight with you."

His expression was serious and utterly focused on Kenshin, like he was trying to see something. That intense gaze was eerily similar to the sheer _pressure_ his Master had exhibited during important spars and the tiny hairs at the back of Kenshin's neck stood up, shivers running down his spine.

"Are you willing to kill people?"

Kenshin's heart skipped a space and his eyes flew wide open with realization; _this is it._

"There is no point in mincing words. I will need you to kill people for me. In order to create a new world, we must first destroy the old one. It's not pleasant, but it needs to be done."

Of course Kenshin had known that he would need to kill people, he had even been prepared for it. The principles of Hiten Mitsurugi stated that its power should be used to ensure the happiness of common people and to attain that goal, his journey had brought him here. But…

_Putting it plainly like that_… Kenshin inhaled sharply, and for the first time it didn't feel like they were speaking of might-be's and eventualities, but of actual reality. Even Kenta was stunned into silence.

"You have said that you want to use your skills to protect the people. I am asking, if I can borrow those skills. Will you kill people in order to create a new world? Will you do it?"

This man, this Katsura Kogoro, was the leader of the Choshuu's Ishin Shishi, a movement that wanted to further the goal of "Sonno Joi." It was a cause that Kenshin agreed would bring better life to the common people. It would help the innocents much better than Master's way of using Hiten Mitsurugi had ever had… a_nd this man is asking me to lend my strength for that purpose._

How could he refuse? It was all Kenshin had wanted to do since leaving the mountain and he _couldn't_ let this chance pass by him. Not even if his heart was bumping like a rabbit's in sprint, and the world had dwindled into a pair of dark, serious eyes locked into his. Steeling his resolve, Kenshin tried to put his thoughts into words. "If there is new world that can be created by my sword, a world where everyone can live peacefully and without fear… if my arm can create that world – I _will_ kill."

Katsura nodded, sealing the simple agreement. Takasugi-san looked away, his ki feeling all muddled up.

* * *

><p>The next couple hours flew in flurry as Kenshin rushed to gather his possessions and handled his affairs into order with Kiheitai. This included quite a few necessities such as gathering his pay for the current month and requisitioning travel provisions. Now he was finally heading to the edge of the camp where he was to meet with Takasugi-san and Katsura-san to travel down the mountain in their company.<p>

However, the first problem of the long journey became soon apparent; both Samurai were apparently going to ride. They were conversing by their saddled up and ready mounts, and there was a horse arranged for Kenshin too. It really would have been perfectly logical and reasonable thing, if not for the fact…

"I don't know how to ride." Kenshin confessed ashamedly, feeling less and less like a proper soldier and more like a country bumpkin thrust into too fine company.

Katsura-san's questioning look just served to drive the nail in even deeper, and then Takasugi-san had the gall to bark a laugh, "Of course you don't. Come on kid, it's not that hard. Here, let me give you a lift." And with those words, the commander casually lifted Kenshin by his armpits on the horse!

As if he was just a little kid!

Kenshin would have been enraged at the sheer injustice of it all, if he only had the time. But suddenly, there was this huge animal between his legs, his feet were in stirrups and pair of reins was thrust into his hands.

He gaped in befuddlement. _Just what am I supposed to do, now?_

"Just kick if you want the beast to move. Pull at both reins, if you want it to slow down. That's all there is to it." Takasugi-san instructed with his energetic and commanding way, and then he, too, mounted up and they were off.

At first, Kenshin desperately clutched the reins in his fingers and gripped the saddle for better balance. However, it seemed that the horse didn't _care _what he did, but instead trotted calmly along, keeping its place as the last of the line.

_What am I? A sack of rice?_ Kenshin's first thought was indignant, but then the other side of the coin came clear. _If it just blindly follows the others,_ _I don't need to know how to ride either…_

The realization calmed Kenshin just enough for him to look up from his death clutch of the reins, and saw both Takasugi-san and Katsura-san in deep conversation, riding ahead him like they had been born to it.

_Of course. They both are samurai… it's expected of them to know how to ride._

_And I'm not. _Kenshin moodily frowned, but then purposefully forced his fingers to hold the reins more gently and sat up a bit straighter on the hard and uncomfortable saddle, trying to get used to the beast's awkward motion.

Despite his best attempts, Kenshin was unable to relax entirely on the saddle. However riding wasn't _that_ bad. With his sword resting on his hip and his travelling gear settled against the curve of his back, he was free to just sit there and look around.

And he couldn't help but to think: _maybe there is a point to this…_

They rode the down the narrow mountain road, horse's gait lazy. It was the high summer; the roadsides were full of grass and wildflowers, the trees green with new growth. It wasn't too hot, and even the road wasn't dusty because of the earlier rain.

_Not bad sight to look at_, Kenshin noted and tried to shift his balance. The horse's swaying motion was starting to pain his thighs and backside.

_Am I doing something wrong, or do people truly travel like this for hours? Sitting on these hard saddles for days on end?_

_Gods, no. I would rather walk. _

Kenshin adjusted his seat once more, trying to find a better position. But then again, maybe this too required training. Some time to condition his muscles to the new strain. But did he truly want to get used to this?

_Well, it isn't like I have much of a choice._

He preferred walking, yes. But if Katsura-san wanted him to ride, he probably should. _And come to think of it,_ _where are we going? Will we have to travel much longer?_

_What did Takasugi-san say about directing a horse, again? Kick and it will move, pull at reins to slow it down… right? _Kenshin gathered the loose reins into a better hold and experimentally tugged them gently. The horse flicked its furry ears a tiny bit, but didn't react otherwise.

_Huh._

_So, should I pull harder?_

That got a reaction! Suddenly, the beast slowed to stand still.

_Okay... time to get us back to moving before we are left behind. _Kenshin squeezed the horse's sides with his legs, to no avail.

_Well, it isn't like this lazy beast will move otherwise… _and thus Kenshin dug his heels into the horse's sides.

The horse flicked its ears and shook its head, clearly annoyed.

_And just what did I do wrong, now?_

_Oh… _

He was still pulling at the reins. Automatically, Kenshin pushed his hands forward to give the horse more room to move, and_ whaaaaaaaaaat?_

_Why is it running?!_

* * *

><p>"Say Kogoro, in Kyoto… what are you going to do with the boy?" Takasugi asked, sprawling casually on his saddle and idly smacked the mosquito biting the horse's neck.<p>

Katsura frowned. Shinsaku had brought up a good point. As an assassin, the boy's identity would have to an absolute secret, known only to those that needed to know. That was the only way to control a secret in the no man's land that was the Capital's political scene in these days.

And even if Katsura had mostly succeeded in remaining publicly as an utterly unremarkable, low ranked, backcountry politician… Choshuu's sedimentary attitude was very well known. His movements were tracked by friends and foes alike. If he were to arrive in Kyoto with a highly noticeable foreign blooded child, of unknown class and status no less, the rumor mill would definitely pick it up.

_No, that won't do. I need to hide to boy… but where? _Katsura tightened his left fist and idly tapped the right hand's fingers against the saddle's arch. _There really aren't many I can trust with a secret like this, and foreigner's blood, of all things…_

Beside Katsura, the Kiheitai commander continued his disinterested act, pretending not to notice his quiet perusal. _And what is Shinsaku's angle in this?_ _He is behaving oddly, and that remark… why is he so interested in the boy? Something here doesn't add up._ Katsura frowned, but then thought out loud, "hiding him is the only option, with the situation being as it is right now. However, I will need to keep the boy close and in the city to be of use whenever necessary."

"Hidden in plain sight, huh."

"That's unusually cryptic, coming from you. I would have thought you to be more plainspoken."

Takasugi nodded, but didn't react to the prompt at first. "Hmmm. I don't care for deceit like this, but the thing that keeps coming to my mind…. the capital is filled to the brim with Samurai and Ronin at the moment. Many Ishin Shishi are using aliases to hide their activities from Bakufu and their lords."

"So, you would have him pretend to be born to name?" Katsura skeptically noted, "Not only illegal, but also quite impossible, as you very well know. I don't have the power to raise anyone to the status."

"Ha! You haven't cared about legalities in years, not as such. And while you may not have the _power_, you do have the influence."

_That's… very true._

Indeed, while Katsura was only a Samurai among many others, he had worked to gain network of useful connections and widespread respect. And here in Hagi, in the clan matters – it was indeed doable to pull few of his better strings and slip the boy into the clan registries as a lower ranked vassal. Provided no one would be too interested in investigating the paper trail, the deceit shouldn't surface again.

"I will arrange things. Thank you for your insight, Shinsaku."

"Don't thank me yet." Takasugi snorted, and paused to gather his thoughts, "it seems that you haven't fully realized all the implications – the kid is a country bumpkin thorough. That riding thing? That's only a beginning of it."

Katsura's look of polite disbelief might as well have been the exact same he had honed into perfection during the many meetings among the clan elders. The boy was clearly well-educated and had polite manners. While he wasn't a Samurai in right, it didn't matter much because someone had taught him well. Granted, Katsura had spoken with the child for just a few shorts moments, but all together the boy had left a good impression.

Takasugi scoffed at him in mocking amusement and spat to clear his throat before remarking pointedly, "the boy knows the sword, yes. He may be soft spoken and reasonably well mannered. But the rest? I don't know what his education has included. He may know reading and writing, or not. May or may not know culture, proper ways of addressing people, social protocol, how to dress properly… the list goes on and on. What I am trying to say, if you want this ruse to work, you will have to_ teach_ the kid."

Before Katsura even had a chance to answer, a commotion rose behind them; the kid had managed to spook his horse.

_How on earth?_

The nag was the laziest looking pack mount he had ever seen, and Katsura hadn't even understood Takasugi's insistence to reserve it for the boy until that lack of riding skills had come up.

_I wouldn't have thought that even shooting a rifle next to that beast's ears would spook it…_

Shinsaku shot a covert look at him and barked a laugh, before turning his horse around and galloping to catch the stray. Stopping his horse as well, Katsura settled for a wait.

_A country bumpkin, eh?_

It seemed that his friend was once again right and to make this work, the kid would absolutely have to conduct himself properly. Given the need for secrecy, there really weren't many teachers that could be arranged. _No, all together it's best to keep this one close to the chest._

_Well, at least I will have time. _Katsura sighed, already disdaining the necessity of travel. The distance from southwestern Hagi to the capital was 340 miles and with moderate pace via horseback, it took about two weeks.

Tonight, they would stop at his estate and restock for the trip, but then it would be riding all day long._ But if the boy needs to pass as Samurai in Kyoto…_

Katsura frowned, and considered the sight before him; a tiny, scruffy foreigner's child in practical but worn cotton clothes retorting hotly back at laughing Takasugi. Not even the blade at the boy's waist worked to give him the appearance of a warrior.

_I will need to get him things, starting with proper clothing. Those really are rags…_

* * *

><p>It was early evening that they arrived to Katsura's family estate in Hagi, which was a lavish and highly stylized wooden two-story building. Immediately upon arriving to the courtyard, servants welcomed them and attended their horses. Then in short order, the weary travelers were arranged rooms and a meal was brought for them.<p>

For Kenshin, this sort of blatant wealth was a very odd experience, even when comparing to his few hazy memories of Osumi and the Shiomi estate in Matsue. He just wasn't used to having his needs attended by others, to being _served_ like he was a lord.

It left him particularly unsure on how to behave.

To make things even more unnerving, whenever Kenshin hesitated on _anything_, like on simple etiquette, Takasugi-san would glance at Katsura-san, who in turn would frown thoughtfully. Neither of the men seemed angry, nor dismayed with his mishaps. But still, those glances were odd and left Kenshin feeling more and more like outsider.

It was only after dinner, that Kenshin finally got to have some answers to what was going on with the two Samurai and their silent conversation.

"Kenshin – that's what you are called, isn't that right?" Katsura-san asked, out of sudden.

Nodding promptly, Kenshin opened his lips trying to find the words for a proper answer. But somehow, it seemed even more impossible than usual. _Not that Master is here to admonish me of not using the verbal answers…_

_I won't have to be "idiot student" ever again, but simply Kenshin. _That thought should have been happy one, but instead it felt hollow.

_Come to think of it, though Katsura-san was introduced to me… I wasn't ever introduced to him in turn. _It was maybe an odd thing to notice at this late time, but an introduction was always considered polite necessity, even among the lower classes. So, this odd _lack_… did it mean something?

"I gather that you are not of Samurai class."

"No. My father was a farmer." Kenshin hesitantly answered, voicing the truth from the best angle. _But it's useless if_ _Katsura-san is like those Samurai, who don't approve of the "lower classes stepping outside their boundaries"…_

"That's what I thought. I don't value people by their social class, but it's a good thing to know. In any case… as you heard, I am the head of Choshuu's Ishin Shishi. However, I do most of my work these days in the capital. So we will be travelling to Kyoto tomorrow."

_Kyoto! The Capital!_ Kenshin stared, utterly stunned. _I have never been that far…_

"Unfortunately, my activities are followed closely. If I were to arrive in Kyoto with a child of foreign blood, questions would arise. However, as an influential man I never travel without a bodyguard. So, if I happen to arrive with a young Samurai guard, never mind his unusually pale skin and a perchance for wearing hats, no one would question it."

_What's Katsura-san trying to say? Travel, bodyguard… Oh. _"But posing as a Samurai is a crime."

"It is. However, I am planning on adding you to the clan registries here in Hagi. If you don't raise too much attention, no one would know better. There are over a hundred lower class Samurai families here in Choshuu and it would take an extensive investigation to uncover the truth. Who in the capital would be interested?"

_It certainly sounds logical, but_… _on top of being illegal, it's also a lie. _Kenshin hesitated. He had always been aware that he was of lower birth, and to make things even worse – he was an orphan sold into slavery and thus thrust outside the caste system. It was practically impossible for him _not_ to know the difference in status after living for years with his educated and cultured Master.

On the other hand, Kenshin didn't wish to give trouble to Katsura-san either.

But then again, the thought of telling the untruth didn't sit well on Kenshin's conscience. So, he tried to put his hesitation into words, as awkward and rude as they were; "I don't know. I don't lie and… I don't even know much of Samurai."

At the sidelines, Takasugi-san scoffed. Katsura-san, however, didn't pay any attention to the commander, but instead kept looking at Kenshin intently, "it's a common practice to use alternate names. Ishin Shishi works to overthrow the Bakufu's tyranny and our activities _must_ be hidden with a veil of secrecy. I cover my goings occasionally with the name Niibori Matsusuke. Even Takasugi-san, here, uses the name Tani Umenosuke for this very purpose. It would be quite much the same thing for you to assume an identity as Samurai."

"Oh."

The thorough explanation felt quite like an admonishment, but the tone it was delivered in was kind and made it all sound very reasonable. Of course the government wouldn't look too kindly on any activity that threatened it, which was the exact reason Kenshin had trouble finding out about Kiheitai and Ishin Shishi's activities in the first place. And if it all was for the goal of ensuring the happiness of common people, what was one lie for it?

"…I'll do it. But, I don't know if I will be very good at it."

"That will be easily corrected. The travel will take a fortnight and I can teach you on the road."

_Two weeks?_ Kenshin gaped, a feeling of foreboding striking him. Travelling to the Capital by foot would take a lot longer than couple weeks, even if he would travel alone. So…_ No_.

_No way._

_Horses? Riding for weeks? _Kenshin shuddered, before even more worrying fear hit him. _What if I can't do it?_ P_retending to be a Samurai... even with Katsura-san promising to teach me, two weeks is awfully short time... _

"Speaking of names. The Samurai have the right to bear a family name. Do you have a preference? I can invent you one, if you would like… but the names _do_ have a meaning to them, the family names more than others, as they have a legacy to uphold."

Kenshin glanced up at Katsura-san in surprise. _A family name?_

_…well, if I am to act as a Samurai, I should have one, too_, Kenshin paused, before nodding thoughtfully. _But what would be good name?_

Kenshin had always liked the meanings behind names, and their significance had been a long holding fascination for him ever since he had been a little kid – since Master had renamed him as "Heart of the Sword". And because of this, he too had in turn given the spirit the name Kenta in turn, as it had been with him since he was Shinta…

_A family name, though…_

'What do you think?' He asked the spirit. This concerned them both.

_Hesitation. Agreement._

_Then the image of village in flames._

It was the memory of the Samurai incident!

'Yes.' Kenta whispered.

Kenshin thought it over; it had been very important moment in his life. Actually, hadn't his conviction that the law wasn't protecting the people good enough been born then? So in truth, the path leading him to this very moment… it began back then.

_The petting agreement feeling._

If family names had a legacy to uphold and if Kenshin was to take a new name for _fighting…_ then it would be the only fitting choice, because his fight for Sonno Joi and Ishin Shishi had started there, in village covered in flames. So fire – Hi and village – Mura.

_Doesn't sound too bad,_ Kenshin thought and tried it out loud, tasting the syllables, "Himura. Himura Kenshin."

"That's a fine name." Katsura-san agreed. "I will see to it. Get some rest now. We will have much to do tomorrow before we can leave."

_…just like that? _Kenshin boggled. But recognizing a clear dismissal, he took his leave.

* * *

><p>After dismissing the boy, Katsura couldn't help but to notice his friend's pensive mood. However, there wasn't any need to look further for the cause. Takasugi's dislike of the idea of using the boy as an assassin and the resulting inner fight between morality and desperation of their needs had been going all day.<p>

_If I am entirely honest, I don't care about this either, _Katsura scoffed. The more he talked with the boy, the more he realized that he _liked_ the kid. Kenshin had a heart in the right place, but at the same time, he was so _dreadfully young_.

Katsura had been surprised to learn that the boy was already 13 years old. He would have assumed it less, because boy was so small – Kenshin couldn't be even five feet tall.

_But there is a need, and here is a willing resource to be used. That's all there is to it, _Katsura decided. In any case, tomorrow would be busy day. The boy would need to be outfitted for the role and his current bodyguard dismissed for other duties. It really wouldn't do to travel with more than one, as it only served to raise unnecessary attention – and Kenshin could easily protect him if it became necessary.

"The boy's soul will be ruined by this work, you know?"

Raising his brow in skeptical disbelief, Katsura rebuffed; "Shinsaku, you can't keep him here."

_Of all the moments, now he chooses to make his mind? We are already in Hagi!_

Takasugi plunged his lute, frowning in thought. And then, his friend raised his gaze and shot a dark, half lidded look at him – and, at that moment, Katsura realized why so many people feared the Kiheitai commander. The casual danger the man was known for, was for the first time aimed directly at him.

"If you need an assassin that badly, you could do it yourself. You were good enough with the blade in Edo. Except for Sakamoto Ryuma, you never lost."

_True_, Katsura bowed his head in acquaintance of the scathing remark. _I do have the skill for the deed._

But the fact was…

_I am not anymore a mere boy studying swordsmanship, nor a student in Yoshida Shoin's school with you._

No, Katsura had grown into his position as a major political player, as an influential man in his own right in this deadly game for the future of the country. In the dead calm tone that allowed no argument, he stated, "if I could, I would. But I am the head of Choshuu Ishin Shishi now."

And with those words, Katsura lowered his tea to the tray in front of him, gathered his sword and rose. _It's decided. And the harsh truth is… among the two of us, I am the leader now._

A mocking tone continued behind his back, "yeah. That's right. You are the the head of Choshuu at the revolutions' festival. No one will carry a leader covered in blood. So you are going to ruin that boy's life, just so you can stay clean."

Not allowing himself to be provoked, Katsura turned around and with a challenging look invited the man to say his piece and be done with it.

Takasugi didn't deign to face him, but just looked to the distance for a while, before nodding, alike coming to a decision. "The boy is the most prized member of my Kiheitai, but I will let you take him to Kyoto, on one condition."

"What is it?"

"You must keep your life clean and virtuous. Promise me, you will _never_ again draw your sword."

_If that is the price for the deal… so be it_. Katsura bowed his head in agreement. After all, if he was going to have Hiten Mitsurugi's strength on his command, there would be no need for him to use his sword again. And Takasugi was right – people would follow a leader that they could respect and admire. He would have to become a person worth of that regard.

"You have my word. This night marks the end of Katsura Kogoro, the swordsman."

It was settled. Takasugi wouldn't step in his way anymore, so he turned his back and started towards the door, ready to retire for the night.

"Good, now you can concentrate on leading the Choshuu Ishin Shishi. Leave everything else on my hands."

"I will count on you." Katsura called over his shoulder, and left.

* * *

><p><em>I have a family name now? I will be a Samurai?<em>

It seemed too big a thing to understand at the moment, Kenshin pondered as he hobbled along the corridors, his backside and thighs aching desperately from the awkward ride. _And we will ride again tomorrow?_

_Ugh... Maybe it really is a good idea to retire already. _

Kenshin's room in Katsura-san's estate was simple, but every item was of high quality, like the thick, soft bedding put ready for his use. Kenshin glanced at the futon suspiciously, already suspecting that it would be useless endeavor to attempt to sleep in it.

The problem was that Kenshin had spent most of his life sleeping on a thin bedroll laid flat directly to the hard ground. Even at the mountain there hadn't been any luxuries. Added to that his recent sleeping problems…

_But will I ever get another chance to enjoy luxuries like this?_

Well, it was better not to think of things he had no control over, and it wasn't like he was _that_ tired. More importantly, the room had a window! Kenshin settled to sit on the window sill to marvel at the pretty sky, already liking this fancy addition. Not many houses he had visited had proper windows.

Somehow, it really was calming to look at the sky painted in hues of red and blue without needing to climb to the roof.

Katsura-san had seemed really kind and understanding man, but at the same time, his ki felt very still and collected, cold – almost calculating.

Truthfully, Kenshin didn't know what to think of the man.

On one hand, it was blatantly obvious that the head of Choshuu's Ishin Shishi was a swordsman. In a duel, Kenshin would have hesitated to attack him first, as ki and the carefully collected way the man walked screamed _danger_.

But on the other hand, there was the calm, kind and cultured look of the man... It was like what Katsura-san looked like and felt like didn't match. But nevertheless, Kenshin had already agreed to lend his strength for the man's cause.

_To kill for him._

He had already agreed to lie for the cause, something he hadn't _ever_ wanted to do.

_"…If you leave this mountain, you will live a life of murder, under the will of men who write their own justice. If you throw your lot with them, Hiten Mitsurugi will make you a mass murderer!" _Master's warning rang in his head. It was hard to believe it had been already few months since then.

_Is this really the right choice?_

_Will following this Katsura Kogoro be the best use of Hiten Mitsurugi's strength? Should I trust Katsura-san?_

_This man with two faces?_

It wasn't a comforting thought.

Actually, the more Kenshin turned it all around in his head, the more unsure he felt about it all. Attempting to banish the unsettling thoughts, he took Kasumi's top from his pocket. It was only a child's toy and he wasn't a kid anymore. But just looking at it…

_"Live Shinta. Live for me." _She had said back then.

For innocents like _her_.

_Yes, for innocents like Kasumi and Miya – I will stain my hands in blood._ _I will protect others like them. Many more than Master's actions ever did, countless innocent lives._

_Yes._

_I will be their savior – a hero._
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**Chapter 16. Reasons for fighting**

Sometime after sunrise, Kenshin made his way to breakfast and found his commander already there. He nodded a greeting to Takasugi-san and gingerly sat down across from him. A moment later, a maid brought him a breakfast tray. Kenshin couldn't quite keep his disbelief from showing as he took in the finely arranged display of vegetables, grilled fish, traditional miso soup, and rice.

_Is this how samurai live?_

It seemed too stark a difference from what he was used to. However, considering how amusing Takasugi-san seemed to find his ill-mannered gaping, maybe he needed to get used to casual displays of wealth. Especially if Katsura-san was sure about having him to pose as samurai. With these thoughts in mind, Kenshin dug eagerly into the delicious dishes.

"I will leave soon to handle the business of the Kiheitai."

Kenshin glanced up from his food and gulped.

"You will be under Katsura's command now." Takasugi-san looked at him intently, his eyes piercing. "He will take care of you."

Kenshin paused, but at the lack of anything good to say, he only nodded in answer. _But why is he looking at me like that?_

It seemed enough for the Kiheitai's commander. Without a further word, Takasugi-san took his sword, rose, and left the room, passing Katsura-san and another young man on his way out.

"Good morning, Kenshin. I see you are almost finished with your breakfast. Very good," Katsura-san said in greeting, before gesturing to the youth at his side, "I'd like to introduce you to Katsura Taro-kun. While I attend to some business, he will help you purchase the things you are going to need. We will regroup here at noon and then take our leave."

The young man was a bit older than Kenshin, but clearly still in his teens. Maybe fifteen years or so? He had his paired swords and he was dressed just as finely as any other samurai Kenshin had seen in the estate. His ki felt hesitant, but unusually warm — and his expression mirrored the feeling.

Realizing he was a bit too late to greet the youth in turn, Kenshin grabbed his sword and rose to stand, looking at the newcomer for any cue about what to do.

Taro-kun seemed to be made equally awkward by the silence. He glanced at Katsura-san for approval before murmuring quietly, "It's nice to meet you, Kenshin-kun."

"Good. I will leave you to it. Here, Taro-kun. Remember, all the expenses are on me." Katsura-san handed the purse to the youth, nodding at Kenshin curtly before taking his leave with long, hurried strides.

Both youngsters were left standing alone in the large dining room.

It was _awkward_.

Kenshin truly had no idea what to say to the other boy. He wasn't good at dealing with people in general, but wasn't it usually expected for him to introduce himself? But Katsura-san had already done that for him... Ugh, what to say?

Should he say that he, too, was glad to meet this Taro-kun?

But it seemed too late for that, too…

Kenshin shuffled his feet hesitantly. _What should I do?_

"Well, you clearly aren't samurai... So why does Kogoro-san want me to equip you as one?" Taro uttered in disbelief.

Kenshin looked up and seeing the boy's expression, all his shy hesitations bled away. Why was everyone constantly underestimating him? And who was this Taro-kun to doubt him, too? The youth couldn't be much older than him! His annoyance sparkling, Kenshin muttered testily, "Katsura-san wants me to work for him in Kyoto."

"No way, a little kid like you... what use could you be for him in the Capital?

"I'm fourteen!" Kenshin barked back, automatically adding a few months to his age. It wasn't like there was really need to count his age from the New Year, was it? Besides, it could very well be true! Straightening his back to stand taller, Kenshin tried to deepen his voice, "I will fight for him there."

"What? Truly? With what?

"My swordsmanship, of course." Kenshin retorted. _Is this kid stupid or something? Doesn't he see my sword?_

"Oh... but wouldn't you have to be really good, then?" Taro questioned with a bit of uncertainty leaking into his voice. And on his face, there was a look of... _jealousy_?

_What...? Why for?_

"I am good." Kenshin said slowly, stating the fact without a hint of boasting. "Is it really so hard to believe?"

Taro glanced at his feet and reddened, almost like he was embarrassed?

"Well, yeah. _I _am not allowed to fight. They always tell me to stay here and train. And I always train, but how could I get any better if I can't fight for real?"

_He... he just wants to fight! Just like me! _Kenshin smiled, "That's what I think, too!"

"Really?" Taro looked up.

"Yeah. I fought with my Master to leave. He didn't want me to fight either. But I wanted to join the cause and fight for my beliefs, just like the others...so I left. But I wouldn't recommend that. Maybe, if you get good enough, you will be allowed you to fight, too?"

Taro considered that for a moment, before he, too, smiled. "We will see... but let's get going. We need to get you _a lot_ of things. Kogoro-san gave me the money for it, so we might as well use it!"

Kenshin nodded, a real smile rising to his lips. _It could be nice to spend time with someone my age, even if it's just for a few hours..._

* * *

><p>It turned out that shopping with Taro-kun was quite fun. The other boy was startlingly good company and he had lots of funny remarks to make about people they passed in the streets. However, they weren't mean-spirited like the soldier's jokes, but amusing observations about how people walked, dressed and speculations of where they had been or where they were going.<p>

The amazing thing about Taro-kun was how well he knew his way around the better parts of town and the shops samurai frequented. It was like Taro-kun was familiar with every single shopkeeper in town and always managed to get their recommendations and cheaper prices just by _talking_.

It was a feat Kenshin could have never managed on his own and made Taro-kun an expert guide on this shopping expedition.

They begun by buying new clothes for Kenshin. In addition to getting comfortable everyday wear like tabi socks, yukata and the like, Taro-kun instantly decided to buy two new kimonos for him in a really nice dark blue. The other was practical cotton, though a thicker weight than Kenshin was used to. However, the other one was made of a fine silk blend — and it was something Kenshin would have never even dreamed of buying on his own.

Taro had cheerfully chosen the colors and fabrics for the clothes. Kenshin had let him, feeling helpless about all the choices. It wasn't like he knew what samurai dressed like!

However, while he didn't have anything against getting better clothes, he had put his foot down when Taro had suggested getting geta clogs and undivided hakama. Sure, they could be more formal and kinda cool, but he truly didn't see any point in using Katsura-san's money for buying clothing he couldn't fight in. In the end, Taro-kun conceded and chose two thick cotton gray hakama, in a seven pleated, divided cut to go with his sandals.

The shopping trip continued with other necessary items, like new traveling gear, followed by some quite frivolous top of the mind purchases, like the new purse, new lacquered comb and leather woven hair ties — for keeping that crow's nest in order! The list continued on and on.

The sun was reaching its apex when Taro noted all of sudden that if Kenshin was to be samurai, he would need a second sword — a wakizashi.

It wasn't like Kenshin could disagree with the statement, but it gave him a nasty pang of regret. When he had left the mountain, he had left his old trusty sword behind for the very reason that he _wasn't_ samurai.

To make thing more annoying, well... it turned out that finding a wakizashi that actually suited him on such short notice was a ridiculously difficult task. Most of the blades were just too long and heavy for him to use efficiently. After an hour of constant disappointment, Taro jokingly suggested that they could take a blade from women's tanto, a short dagger, and replace the hilt.

Kenshin scowled at the remark and testily spat out that he wasn't a girl. Even if he still happened to be small like one!

Thankfully, at the fourth smithy they finally found a blade that passed Kenshin's muster for practicality and functionality.

However, while it was a fine blade... it was a little bit _too_ fine.

The folded steel was of excellent quality, the balance was perfect, but there were engravings near the handle and even worse, the tsuba had fancy dragon embossing made of real gold. Those drove the price absurdly high. Kenshin would have survived the whole winter living with master on that much money...

But when Taro saw that the blade passed his requirements, he merely sighed with exasperated relief and eagerly paid the price. Without even pausing to think twice about it!

It was then that Kenshin truly realized the difference between their circumstances. They were literally worlds apart. Taro was used to living in wealth and didn't see money as something rare. No, for him it was just something to be used as he pleased.

Kenshin, on the other hand... well, he had _never_ had anything worth much. For him, anything new was always a remarkable luxury. Clothes and tools were always used to the breaking point, and sometimes even _food_ was too much to afford.

It was like, despite being of being close in age and having similar interests, they were living in completely different worlds. Was this because the difference in their social classes? Of having been born into into privilege?

Or was it truly?

After all, Taro, too, wanted to fight for _sonno joi_. Like him, Taro agreed that the Shogunate wasn't doing a good enough job to protect the happiness of the common people.

But why would Taro believe that, exactly?

It didn't make any sense! The Shogunate's laws were good for those born into higher castes. Why would Taro have a problem with it?

The thought kept bothering Kenshin, so finally he had to ask. "Taro... why do you want to fight?"

"I don't know... I don't like those heavy taxes the government and those foreign pigs bleed out of Choshuu." Taro started hesitantly, before frowning. "Well, no... That's not _my_ reason, not really. That's something I hear father and Kogoro-san debating all the time... Actually, I just want to help my family. They want this, so I will do my best to fight for them."

_Huh..._

_So in truth, our reasons aren't even remotely similar. _Kenshin frowned, feeling a bit disappointed. But the thing was, even if they didn't have much in common… he couldn't help but to like the other boy. Taro was nice, funny and eager to help.

"Hey... you know, you look almost like a true samurai now. Those clothes and swords really do the trick. But, hmm... there is still something missing. Oh, I know! Here, let me!"

"Hey, what are you doing to my hair?!"

"Calm down.. all samurai wear their hair in a topknot. Of course, for this crow's nest to be styled properly, we would need to shave away the top and oil the rest for a clean look. But unfortunately we don't have the time for that." Taro muttered while slipping Kenshin's hair out of his ponytail and letting it fall freely to his shoulder blades. Then he combed it roughly with his fingers and deftly tied it much higher than usual, almost up to the crown of his head.

"Now you look like a proper samurai!" Taro declared, clearly proud of himself.

"I wouldn't know," Kenshin scoffed sourly, rubbing his aching scalp. "It's not like I can see it myself."

"True... oh, I have an idea! Follow me!" Taro grinned and dashed down the street, back in the same direction they had just come from.

Lugging the purchases he hadn't already changed into, Kenshin rushed to follow. _Just what is he up to now?_

Taro-kun disappeared into one shop down the street, only to come back to the doorway to gesture at him. "Come! Come in, already!"

The place seemed just a tiny showroom for a larger business, a smithy of some sort. However, when he stepped inside, he saw it was a jeweler's shop.

_What the..._

Taro was standing next to a table displaying a selection of small, hand held mirrors. Before Kenshin could protest at the frivolity of it, Taro grabbed one and held it out for Kenshin — showing him his reflection clearly for the very first time.

_...He is right. _Kenshin realized.

Unlike the distorted image he had sometimes noted reflected in water, the mirror showed him a stranger… albeit one that had his foreign colors. No longer did he look like the scruffy country bumpkin Master had always called him, but instead…

_Do I look a little older?_

Kenshin turned his face a bit, trying to see better. But yes, it seemed to be true.

_It has to be the hair._

Somehow, the topknot made his face seem narrower, his cheeks more defined, and even his chin seemed pointier. It was like all the baby fat has disappeared from his face. He wasn't particularly nice to look at, no — he resembled something like a starved ferret, but no longer did he look like a 10 year old playing swordsmanship either.

Maybe, in spite of everything, Katsura-san's crazy plot could actually work? Kenshin frowned thoughtfully. _And speaking of my upcoming trip to Kyoto..._

"Hey Taro, how can you stand to ride all day? Is there some trick to the saddle or something?

* * *

><p>That afternoon, Kenshin and Katsura-san left for Kyoto. Their saddle bags were packed full of supplies for the incoming trip, including water, food, and heaviest of their personal belongings. The rest, Kenshin had bundled neatly in his bedroll and strapped tightly behind the uncomfortable campaign saddle.<p>

When Katsura-san had seen his and Taro's purchases, he hadn't even batted an eyelid at all the packages nor the severely depleted money pouch. Instead, the older samurai had simply nodded his approval and said, "Very good, Himura-kun."

It felt like this whole farce was becoming more real by the moment.

According to Katsura-san, the best route to the capital was to go through the mountains from Hagi to Suo province and then follow the coastal road all the way up to Bizen.

This wasn't much of a surprise to Kenshin. While he hadn't ever been to the capital, he had spent his youth roaming the southwestern countryside with his master and they had often traveled the popular route.

The matter of riding, though... well, after the rocky start, Kenshin had to grudgingly admit that it wasn't that bad. The more time he spend in the saddle, the easier it was to adapt to the horse's movements. Not that the first few days hadn't been a painful experience to his unaccustomed muscles...

Another thing that Kenshin noticed, to his acute embarrassment, was that his new kimono didn't want to stay properly tied. Maybe it was because of the thicker, better quality weave? Or perhaps he was just too thin... but regardless of why, his sash would always loosen before he even noticed and flashed just a little bit more than was proper of his pale chest. However, no matter his frantic efforts, there wasn't much he could do about it, unless he sewed strings into his collar and tied it shut.

So finally, Kenshin gave up correcting it.

Besides, when he finally got over his self-consciousness... it wasn't that bad. The weather had stayed hot and feeling a nice sea breeze on his sweaty skin was quite nice.

What he hadn't quite expected from the travel, however, was how Katsura-san kept telling him about samurai and explaining nuances of how he should behave. It was strange to speak while travelling. But to his surprise, Kenshin found the instruction quite interesting… and more importantly, all too necessary.

He hadn't even realized how little he knew about etiquette!

The only problem was that like Master, Katsura-san seemed to be overly fond of the eloquent words that were beyond his understanding of language. And worse, it wasn't like he would dare to ask for clarifications!

It didn't help either that Kenshin hadn't made his mind what to think of the older samurai.

While Katsura-san was kind and cultured... he was also a powerful, dangerous man. And despite his friendly manners, he was also Kenshin's direct superior. It was something he couldn't forget. After all, samurai were all about status.

The constant feeling of mismatch between Katsura-san's manner and presence hadn't lessened either. No, somehow, it seemed to be getting even more pronounced now that he was spending hours and hours in the samurai's company.

It was making it very hard for Kenshin to trust him.

Or was he just making things overly complicated again?

Katsura-san had never been anything but kind, polite and courteous towards him. What did it matter if he wasn't quite sure how to act towards him? The best he could do was be as polite as he could and observe. Sooner or later things would have to become clearer.

The problem of keeping up his best act was that he truly didn't know that much of the intricacies of the highborn etiquette.

And sadly, it didn't take Katsura-san long to notice it.

Instead of the disappointment Kenshin had expected, Katsura-san merely huffed under his breath and changed his lessons on the spot. The over the top detailed instructions condensed to advice that was far easier to understand: if he was ever unsure how to behave, he should just keep to himself and stay silent.

Unsurprisingly, this was a huge relief to Kenshin.

Their camping and meal arrangements didn't go as Kenshin had expected, either.

It started on the first evening. In mere moments after they had stopped for the night, Katsura-san had noticed that Kenshin had absolutely no idea how to handle the horses. So instead of trying to instruct him from the sidelines, Katsura-san had taken the matter into his own hands, ignoring the fact that he had just spend the day detailing how among samurai, the higher ranked man never did menial tasks if it could be avoided.

It had left Kenshin feeling useless and he had ended up building the campfire and cooking their meal.

For some reason, this had amused Katsura-san greatly, especially after he had noticed how easily cooking came to him. Feeling like the matter required some clarification, Kenshin had blushed and tried to explain that he had cooked most of the dishes during his training years. It was an interest he had developed purely out of self-preservation. After all, Master's cooking had truly been a disaster.

Katsura-san hadn't commented on it more, merely nodded and complimented the food.

Kenshin hadn't managed to hide his pleased surprise at all. It wasn't like anyone had ever complimented his cooking!

Another noteworthy event had been early on, back on the second day when they had reached the provincial border. Kenshin had been bit nervous to cross the border out of Choshuu, especially dressed as he was. But Katsura-san had confidently ridden forward and calmly announced to the guard, "Katsura Kogoro travelling to Kyoto with his bodyguard, Himura Kenshin."

The border guard had taken their passes for a cursory look, before nodding and stepping aside. "Very good, Katsura-san. Best of luck to your work in the capital."

And then, they had ridden past the border.

Like it was _easy_.

Kenshin couldn't help but stare. Passing the border had never been _easy_ before. When he had traveled with Master, the border guards had always had something disdainful to say to the ronin traveling with a foreign looking kid.

_Is this the difference between being samurai or not?_

_Or is it just travelling with him? _Kenshin frowned, stealing a curious look at Katsura-san's back.

However, the experience had made it clear that Kenshin, too, could pass for samurai. After all, the border guard hadn't spared a moment's notice on him, nor had he remarked on his hair either.

_...Which is weird. Shouldn't it be twice as strange to see samurai as odd looking as I am?_

* * *

><p>In middle of 8th day on the road, the polite routine they had settled into was broken. They were traveling at a particularly slow pace because of the sweltering heat. Katsura-san had seemed somehow distant throughout the morning, when he suddenly asked, "Kenshin-kun, have you ever killed a man with the Hiten Mitsurugi?"<p>

Kenshin paused, not knowing how to take the unusually personal question. But when he thought about it, he finally answered, "No."

Because, when thinking about it logically... those two samurai in Settsu weren't killed with Hiten Mitsurugi style. It had been just him and Kenta using basic strikes.

_And it was over so quickly too..._

"But are you willing to?" Katsura-san interrupted his morose memories.

"Yes."

It wasn't like there was any question about it. He had already agreed. And truly, the art of the sword was the art of murder. Master had told him that right from the beginning.

"Why? If I may ask?"

_Why is he asking me this? _Kenshin glanced at the samurai riding by his side, noting the older man's pensive expression. It seemed he had something heavy on his mind.

_I already agreed to follow him, so what else could it be? Is he somehow displeased with me? _

Struggling to put his thoughts into proper words, Kenshin hesitated, "It's for a better world. I want to help people... to drive away the foreigners and replace the Shogunate. To fight for _sonno joi_."

Somehow, his answer only served to deepen Katsura-san's frown and he turned to look at Kenshin intently. "Why do you want to drive away the foreigners?"

_Huh? But that's..._

"Err, well... because of the foreigners, the government is doing a bad job and they have forced heavy taxes on the common people."

_Isn't it so? Everyone seems to dislike the foreigners just for that reason..._

"Hmm. My teacher, Yoshida Shoin _admired_ the foreigners. Especially their culture and technology. He wanted to learn from them. I agree with him."

_Errrr, what..?_

"…Why?" Kenshin stuttered, utterly stunned.

"The fact is that our country is hopelessly outgunned compared to the foreign powers: America, Prussia, Britain... and many other European countries. They have wealth and power to absolutely crush us as we are. If they wished, they could attack now and subjugate us."

_...Oh. I didn't know that. _

Kenshin gaped. "But why haven't they, then?

"They are interested in us. Our culture is just as strange to them as theirs is for us. We are far from them, separated by months of sea travel. Also, there are many interested parties." Katsura explained, noting how dazed Kenshin was becoming by his explanation.

The samurai smiled, before continuing more plainly. "Think of it like Choshuu competing with Satsuma and other influential provinces about a domain up in the north. The target is too far away for conquest to be a practical option. And even if we managed to win the war for it, the distance would be too great to maintain control. Especially when there are so many interested parties. What this all comes down to, is that we are essentially not worth the trouble for the foreigners. What they want from us, they can get more easily and a lot more cheaply by trade."

_That makes sense... sort of. _

"So the reason why the foreigners forced the Shogunate into those one-sided agreements is because... it's an easy way for them to get what they want?

"Yes. And because the Shogunate is powerless to stop them, they beg and try to appease the foreigners."

Kenshin stared in disbelief. _That.. that sounds exactly like what Miya's father, Kouta-san, tried to do when those two samurai wanted to burn his house. It looked so wrong to see him beg... it was like... _

"If the foreigners are so strong, how could they respect us and treat us as equals if we don't stand up to them?"

"They don't." Katsura-san said frankly. "And while I may admire the foreigners for their advances, it doesn't mean I approve of what they are doing here. I think that if we learn their technology, economy, military advances... all the qualities that make them strong, we could use the best of those to strengthen Japan in turn. Then, we can stand against them with pride and deal with them on our _own_ terms."

_So right now... the country is weak? But if we just could learn and get stronger... yes._

Kenshin nodded. "I think I understand. But why doesn't the Shogunate see this? If they could just be told -"

"They have been told, many times over. But the Shogun is young and ignorant, letting his advisors make the decisions for the country. They make decision just for their own benefit, not ruling for the betterment of us all. Even now, there is a political battle going on among the Imperial court and Shogun's bakufu."

It sounded stupid, if Kenshin was entirely honest. Especially if the foreigners were as dangerous as Katsura-san had told him. "So instead of fighting together against the foreigners, the government fights against _itself_?

"That is a very simple way of putting it, but yes, basically. It's the very reason why we Ishin Shishi are working to overthrow the Shogunate and install the Emperor to rule once more. We will need strong and unified leadership to lead us into the new era."

After those words, they both fell into thoughtful silence.

It wasn't like there was much Kenshin could add to that. But while he could follow Katsura-san's reasoning and logic somewhat, he couldn't help but to notice that Katsura-san was always speaking of the betterment of the _country._

What would all of this mean to the common _people_?

Kenshin glanced at the samurai riding beside him and finally asked the one question that kept coming to his mind. "Katsura-san... what will the new world be like?"

The leader of Choshuu's Ishin Shishi looked at him and smiled softly. "In the future, you mean? When this conflict is behind us?"

Kenshin nodded, tilting his head in silent encouragement.

Katsura-san frowned, taking a moment to consider his words... before speaking wistfully. "It will be a world where we will have modern technologies and ways of governing, where every talent is used regardless of hereditary right. Where burdens and benefits are shared together. Where education and wealth aren't reserved for a select few, but where the people can live freely and happily. That's the kind of world I would like to live in."

Quick as a whiplash, Kenshin turned to look at Katsura-san, staring at him with wide eyes. _That sounds like..._

The leader of the Choshuu Ishin Shishi was older, wealthy and a true samurai. A leader and a dangerous man with two faces... still, despite all that, Kenshin suddenly realized: _he is like me._

_Katsura-san wants the exact same things I want for the people._

Master had called Kenshin a "naive idealist" when he had brought up similar hopes during their discussions. But while Katsura-san wasn't naive — no, the older man was anything but naive — he was an _idealist,_ too.

During those few hours with Taro-kun in Hagi, Kenshin had met a young man fighting for the same cause as him. They had had many similarities on the surface, but where it mattered... they had been worlds apart. But with Katsura-san, Kenshin couldn't help but to think...

_Here is a man, a leader, who feels the same way I do._

And at that moment, Kenshin decided: _if I can help this man reach the goal we both want, whatever it takes... I will do it. _

* * *

><p><em>AN: I have always tried to figure out just why Kenshin sacrificed so much for Katsura. Why he never questioned the man… what made their bond so strong. <em>_Here is my explanation for it. __However, this is merely a simplified summary of Japan's 1860' era politics. I'm trying to summarize the many relevant aspects so that our dear, sweet, naïve Kenshin can understand them. _

_Also, be warned: now begins Kenshin's five years in hell._

_Special thanks to Animaniacal-laughter for checking my grammar._


	18. The Black Envelope

_AN: This is where the heavy stuff begins._

_Warnings: violence, description of a murder and character going through shock_

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter 17. The Black Envelope<strong>

Ever since Kenshin arrived in Kyoto, he'd been stuck in a state of wide-eyed wonder. The capital was large, far larger than Hagi, bigger even than Hiroshima. But what made it so remarkable was the people. The busy streets were filled with wayfarers of all sorts: the rich, the poor, people of every caste.

There were even _real_ foreigners!

Barraged with so many different ways of speaking, so many different accents, Kenshin was having trouble understanding even the casual talk in the streets. He had spent all his life in southwest, where people generally spoke the same way. Compared to that, Kyoto was pure _chaos_. It was like the people were literally from all over the country.

However, what struck Kenshin the most was the sheer number of samurai striding through the streets. Among all those paired swords, he truly just melded in – even when he didn't bother using his hat. Some people might pause to stare at his hair, but only in idle interest that passed quickly enough. No, mostly people just ignored him. He wasn't even remotely the most interesting thing to look at.

It was oddly… _refreshing_.

All his life, people had noticed Kenshin in all the wrong ways. But here, he was no one special.

He truly liked it.

Kenta though, had been annoyed at him lately. It was understandable, as Kenshin hadn't had a chance to talk with the spirit in a while. Not since leaving the Kiheitai, actually. There never seemed to be a good time or place, that's all.

That had been true from the very first evening in the city.

Right after they had arrived, Katsura-san had taken him to an inn situated near the Shirakawa river and introduced him to the innkeeper, Okami-san. Apparently, a lot of Choshuu Ishin Shishi samurai were residing in her inn, and Kenshin was added to the roster. Then Katsura-san had asked one of the men, a stout and older samurai called Furutaka-san, to escort Kenshin around the town and show him where everything was.

Furutaka-san seemed like a kind and friendly man, and he had been a big help during those first few days. The city was just so large that if Kenshin had tried to learn the most important areas and parts alone, he would have been lost within the first hour.

After that, though... most of Kenshin's first month had gone into sight-seeing, learning his way around the town, and meeting new people. Not that he had really talked to or made friends with the other men residing in the inn. He just wasn't good at that sort of thing. And though the men certainly seemed nice enough, well… they were a lot older than him and seemed to always be in a group. It was just too intimidating to even think about approaching so many strangers at once.

What made things more awkward was that Katsura-san had warned him not speak of his future work to _anyone, _not even to their own men at the inn. It was very, _very_ important to keep his task hidden as well as possible, and only those who needed to know would be told.

It was logical and Kenshin didn't have trouble keeping his silence, but the thing was…

When people asked who he was and why such a young man was there, Kenshin really couldn't tell them much. Just the fact he had been recruited by Katsura-san back in Choshuu and that he wasn't anyone special. Oh, and his name was Himura, not "boy."

So the summer days passed by quickly, with exploring and dodging curious people.

Thankfully, Katsura-san had been around the inn every now and then. It had been nice to see at least one familiar face, even if the older samurai was busy working and going to meetings with his new bodyguard, Katagai-san.

The burly samurai had been promoted to the post right after Katsura-san left him at Okami-san's inn.

Frankly, Kenshin had been put off by being so casually dismissed from the task. It wasn't like he couldn't guard Katsura-san, too! However, Katsura-san had calmly explained that it was to give him time to become familiar with the town. And then, when the situation arose... he would need to be free for his first _job_.

The wait was making Kenshin anxious, truly.

He knew what was coming, he knew that when Katsura-san needed someone killed… Kenshin's hand would strike the blow.

But somehow, when on one perfectly normal morning at the beginning of eighth month, Katagai-san came to ask him to join Katsura-san to tea, Kenshin still managed to be surprised at being handed a black envelope with a name inside.

Kenshin fingered the oddly colored paper nervously and glanced up at Katsura-san.

The leader of the Choshuu Ishin Shishi was looking directly into his eyes. "I need you to kill this man. He is a messenger delivering information. He will be heading to the Nanzen-ji temple this afternoon. Wait on the way and kill him before he gets there."

Kenshin swallowed, and then simply nodded. _This is it._

* * *

><p>The road to the secluded temple was quiet.<p>

The spot Kenshin had chosen for his ambush was in a grove of trees surrounding the road, their leaves sheltering him from the sweltering heat. Nearby stood the tori-gate, guarding the beginning of the long staircase that lead to the temple grounds.

It was impossible to keep track of the time or estimate how long he had already laid in wait. He was completely wired, trying to focus on all flickers of ki in his sensing range. But so far, there hadn't been a whiff of anyone in the area.

_Why am I so nervous?_

Kenta, too, seemed to feel his anxious energy and it moved restlessly on its side of the wall, eagerly waiting for a right moment to slip through.

The sun was nearing the high position of midday. No one had come or gone by on the road. Kenshin was completely alone.

_But why no one is here? _

_Shouldn't there be visitors to the temple? Or at least someone passing by on the road? This isn't that far from the main routes…_

_Maybe this place was chosen because it's so secluded? To make sure that there would be no mistakes?_

_...But if anyone came, how could I be sure that it's the right guy, anyway? _Kenshin frowned. All he had been given was a name: Mochizuki Inoue. How could he actually recognize the man from that?

And just what had the man done that he had to be killed? Or was his death ordered just because he was a messenger carrying important information that the Ishin Shishi and Katsura-san needed?

_No, that doesn't make sense._ _If it were so, I would have been asked to bring the messages after the deed._

_So, no..._

_I was simply asked to kill the man. But, why?_

Before Kenshin could think through the matter more, Kenta nudged at him. 'Someone is coming!'

And then, Kenshin noticed it too. A hint of a presence in the sea of ki, just down the road and closing in. A tiny flicker, really. Not worth much notice. It was hurried, but so unfocused…

The silhouette of a man appeared in the distance, walking towards him hastily, like he had urgent matters to get to.

_It's the right place…_

Kenshin glanced at the sky, checking the position of the sun – midday. _So it's the right time, too. But how can I be absolutely certain this is the right man, and not some innocent bystander?_

Frowning, Kenshin hesitated… and then stepped into the road.

The man saw him and stopped abruptly, putting a hand on his sword while loudly demanding, "Who are you?"

The words were a bit unclear, spoken strangely. It was like some of them ended differently, but nevertheless the meaning of the question was crystal clear.

"Himura."

Kenshin didn't know why he answered. Maybe it was because he still kept expecting a tongue lashing from Master every time he didn't answer a direct question…

In front of Kenshin, the man relaxed and let his hand fall off his sword. "Get out the way then, idiot!"

And he started walking towards Kenshin.

_What…? This isn't how it's supposed to go! Hey…!_

"Are you Mochizuki Inoue-san?" Kenshin asked hesitantly, a bit annoyed by the man's easy dismissal of him.

The man stopped again, and gave him a weird look. "Yeah... what of it, kid?"

_…This is the right man... the right spot and the right time. So, now I will have to kill him...?_

'Focus' Kenta whispered, nudging at him encouragingly. 'We can do this.'

Kenshin swallowed, and drew his sword.

The man, Mochizuki-san, immediately gripped his sword too, stepping into a nondescript fighting stance. "What the hell is going on, kid? Just let me pass and I won't have to hurt you."

Kenshin looked directly at the man, and tried to gather his resolve. _Katsura-san told me to do this. He asked me if I could do this, and I've always boasted that yes, I can. I have been training my whole life for this._

_But why does it feel so difficult?_

"I have been told to kill you." Kenshin tried to explain to the man, desperately buying time.

Mochizuki laughed. "You? You have been told to kill me?"

"Yes." Kenshin answered, and blushed in embarrassment. _This really isn't going like I thought it would._

All of the sudden, the man's ki focused and aimed at him. It was ridiculously weak compared to Master. Even when compared to Takasugi-san or Katsura-san, it didn't feel like much... but it was deadly serious.

And then Mochizuki growled, "If you don't get out of the way, I will kill you. Kid or not… if you are here with that purpose you must have been sent by those Ishin Shishi terrorists. My lord will be pleased when I will bring him your head."

When the man saw no answer to his threat, he charged with his sword held high, obviously going for the standard _kesarigi_ – the scarf cut to the shoulder.

For Kenshin, it was like seeing things in slow motion: the movements, the intent – everything in the attack was almost pathetically sluggish. Instantly, Kenta pushed ki through to his side of the wall, and Kenshin felt it trickling in and focused…

He dodged the strike to the side, dashed around…

Mochizuki turned a bit, tried to see where he had gone… but he didn't know enough to look _up_. Kenshin was already coming down from his high leap with a _perfect _Ryu Tsui Sen aimed to the head.

The blade cut, cut…

…and cut, until it stopped to the middle of Mochizuki's chest.

A thud.

Reflexively, Kenshin twisted the blade lodged between the cartilages and bones and pulled – blood sprouted out.

_Oh… that's what it looks like when my favorite strike hits a man, _Kenshin idly observed. The corpse's head and upper chest were cleanly cleaved through, and there was a pool of blood and bits of other miscellaneous matter he couldn't even begin to name spreading on the ground.

_Why can't I feel a thing? Or hear, or smell anything? _It felt like Kenshin was encased in a cocoon, blocking everything out. He turned to look at the sky…

Then the tangy, familiar smell of blood hit him in a monster wave… _Oh god, it's flowing in through my nose… What's blocking my throat? Why can't I breathe?_ Kenshin slapped a hand to his mouth and nose trying desperately to stop the invading smell.

'Breathe... breathe….'

It was Kenta..?

_Petting comfort feeling._

_Oh god!_

Inhale…

Exhale…

Petting comfort feeling just continued.

Inhale... exhale…

'Yes.'

_I... this isn't too hard. _Kenshin thought as he got into the rhythm of breathing. _I can do this._

Above him, the sky was so clear.

Then, Kenta nudged him, again. 'Focus! Another one is coming!'

Running steps from behind him, and then an unfamiliar voice shouted, "Hey, you!"

Kenshin turned to look at the approaching man. He was a stranger, a tall, older man with short, messy beard stubble shading his face. His ki didn't feel like a threat at all, it was so weak and unfocused, wavering... no, he definitely wasn't a fighter.

"Who are you?" _Is that my voice? It's… so weak and breathless. That doesn't sound anything like me._

"I'm Iizuka, examiner of assassinations," the man answered promptly, utterly confident as he crouched down to check the body. "This is your first assignment, right? Hold yourself together."

_Examiner of assassinations, huh?_

_What's he doing? Ugh, is he actually pinning something to the body..?_

_Huh. A paper, painted with ink…_

"There are some who become insane or make themselves sick after their first job," the man continued with the same tone, not caring about Kenshin's silent perusal at all. The paper read _Tenchuu – _divine justice. A call sign of the Ishin Shishi, or so Kenshin had heard from listening to the rumors and talk in the streets.

_So, he is a comrade, then?_

Focusing, Kenshin tried to think an answer to the man's roundabout question. "I'm fine. I'm stronger than I thought."

And it was true, for when all was said and done, it was done; here was a corpse at his feet as a proof. The living memories that Kenshin had been half-afraid might appear hadn't plagued him at all. He hadn't felt _anything,_ really.

Just that slight difficulty with breathing, but Kenta had helped him through it.

Then the man, Iizuka-san, rose up and faced him properly. "Good. You need to be quick, accurate, and certain for this work." He winked conspiratorially and offered him a bunch of paper.

_Why? _

_Oh.._.

Only now, Kenshin noticed that his sword was still covered in blood. _Didn't Master used to always wipe his sword after killing?_ _Yes, that's right…_

_"The blood can easily rust the blade and destroy even the finest steel. Only a dishonorable man doesn't care for his sword. Remember this, if nothing else: the katana might be a simple weapon, but it's a swordsman's only protection and his most important possession. Without it, you are nothing. So care for your steel well and it will serve you faithfully."_

"There is no point staying around after the work is done, so let's get the hell out of here."

…Dazed, Kenshin accepted the offered bunch of paper and carefully wiped the blade clean before sheathing it. Glancing up, he noted Iizuka-san looking at him expectantly a few paces away, already ready to go.

_Oh, right… _Kenshin nodded, and followed.

* * *

><p>Iizuka-san escorted him all the way to the gates of the inn, before dismissing him with the explanation that he would need to report the successful completion of the job right away to Katsura-san. Lastly, the examiner remarked, with a pointed look at Kenshin's chest, that a bath would be wise.<p>

Kenshin was completely befuddled by the remark... before glancing down, that is.

His dark blue kimono had tiny, dark droplets sprayed all over it. They couldn't be anything else but blood. It wasn't enough to obviously drench the cloth, but some of it had trickled down his chest and spread with his sweat.

Suddenly, a feeling of utter disgust swept over him and the smell of blood started to fog his nostrils again. Kenshin closed his eyes, and covered his face in his hands, trying to concentrate on breathing: in and out… in and out.

_How come I didn't notice the blood before?_

_Oh god…. I need to get these clothes off, off, off – now!_

_Right NOW!_

Kenshin hurried to the backyard of the inn, to the furo and the well next to it. It was only afternoon, so the water in the bathhouse would be cold. Far too cold for most people to bathe, but it didn't matter, not when he was covered in blood.

_Oh god… it's flowing down my skin...! _Kenshin hastily tugged at the cloth of his kimono, but the ties wouldn't loosen like they were supposed to!

_His lifeblood on me, by my hand…!_

Suddenly Kenshin couldn't take the feeling any longer, and just dumped the bucket of cold well water right over his head. Just like that. It drenched all of his clothes.

Rapid inhales and exhales.

_Calm down, idiot!_

_No, no... why can't I stop shaking?_

Kenshin drew another bucket, and dumped it over his head... and another.

And another.

It took quite a while before Kenshin managed to get his shaking under control, but by then other issues became his priority. The slimy feeling of blood on his skin hadn't left, so Kenshin dashed inside the inn through the back door, ghosting along the empty corridors to his room in search of a change of clothes.

Back in the bathhouse, this time he actually managed to pry open the wet ties of the sash and bindings of his hakama, followed quickly by the rest of his clothing. The soap that was available in the bathhouse was of good quality, but even though Kenshin kept scrubbing himself, time and time again, he never felt clean.

When he finally managed to get dressed in his fresh set of clothes… he couldn't help but notice the wet and bloody bundle on the floor.

At the sight, shivers raced through him... bringing a feeling of gut-wrenching shame along with them. He didn't know why, he just had to get the clothes clean, too. He dragged another bucket of cold well water and began washing his dirtied kimono in it. However, it didn't help much, not even when Kenshin scrubbed and scrubbed. It seemed like the dark red droplets had seeped into the cloth and stained.

The sun was lowering in the sky, the shadows growing longer.

And suddenly, Kenshin couldn't see any difference between the stain and the cloth, the colors fading into sameness in the dark of the dusk.

_Huh, it's evening._

_…Already?_

_How long have I been here? _Kenshin blinked owlishly, and for the first time in hours noticed his surroundings. Behind the courtyard's fence, the sounds of city-life echoed and the lanterns were being lit. At the inn, people were moving.

Kenshin swallowed. Still feeling out of it, he glanced down. His hands were all wrinkly... and his skin felt very tender and dry.

_Why didn't I notice before?_

But the clothes... If he squinted, he could still make out traces of bloodstains.

_Why..? Why couldn't they just wash out?_

"Himura-kun, what are you doing out here?"

Kenshin jumped like a scared cat, spinning around, only to see the old lady that kept the inn – Okami-san – looking worriedly at him from the doorway.

He glanced aside, already reddening in embarrassment. It was beyond the pale for him to be caught by surprise, not to mention to be found lacking in the chore he had been doing for years… but she might have an idea of what to do about the stains. "I am trying to wash my kimono."

The old lady walked to him, "Why? Don't tell me you have forgotten where to put out the laundry for us to take care of it. Laundry is not a man's job."

_Oh, right…_ Kenshin stood up, and clutched the wet kimono in his hands. If it were possible to be even more embarrassed, right then he would have been. It was absolutely _mortifying_ to be admonished by the kind old lady.

"It's just, there was blood and I wanted to get it off…" He trailed awkwardly.

"Well, hand me those and I will take care of it. Now, in you go, Himura-kun. The dinner is waiting." And with those words, the innkeeper took the bundle of clothes from his hands, wrung out the excess water, and headed back inside muttering under her breath.

Kenshin stared at her back, shuffling his feet uncertainly.

_Food? Now..?_

Right then, the last thing on Kenshin's mind was eating! But in the inn, the dinner was served at specified times. So, hesitantly, he headed back in.

His last meal had been a scant breakfast over a half a day ago. By now, Kenshin should have been ravenously hungry, but he just... wasn't. For some reason, the food tasted bland and unappetizing. It didn't make sense. So far, every single meal at the inn had been excellent and even now, all around him, the other men were talking freely and eating with gusto.

Yet, for the life of him... Kenshin couldn't manage a bite.

However, if he didn't eat, he would definitely feel worse. Kenshin knew hunger intimately and he knew exactly how bad he would feel if he didn't eat. So slowly, he forced himself to swallow, chewing every single mouthful thoroughly and washing it down with tea.

Thankfully, no one paid any attention to him and he managed to get almost a quarter of his tray down by the time the dinner was finished.

It was too late to head out into town. However, Kenshin didn't have anything else to do, not really. So hesitantly, he headed upstairs to his corner room.

_Why do I feel so restless?_

Perhaps, he could have gone to do his kata in the backyard – it was something he did every now and then. But for some reason, the very thought of picking up his sword felt very distasteful.

_I love my sword._

_I love swordsmanship._

_I love doing the kata._

These were facts of which Kenshin was dead certain. Yet, right now, he couldn't bring himself to pick up his sword and head back outside.

Feeling exhausted and oddly out of balance, like he was somehow ill-fitting even in the empty room, Kenshin glanced at his thick, soft bedding. It lay neatly-folded in the corner of the room. So far, he hadn't managed to use it even once. No matter how inviting it looked, he hadn't managed to relax when lying down, not when there were always so many people around. It didn't feel _safe._

Just the mere thought of trying again, being keyed-up like this... it felt laughable.

Kenshin sighed, finally settling to sit against the stack of books piled near the wall, just underneath the window sill. The solid wall of books felt comforting against his back. He propped his katana against his shoulder, at an easy reach, and turned to stare at the horizon.

The sun had set. Already, a few stars could be seen among the dark hues of blue. It was calming… perhaps? At least it didn't feel quite like something was crawling inside his skin anymore.

_Today… I killed a man_.

_I killed a man I didn't know, just because I was told to do it. And I actually did it, just like I promised I would._

_And it was easy._

Well, the actual killing at least. But the start… Kenshin scowled at the embarrassing memory.

_I just wanted to be absolutely sure I had the right guy!_

_But when he saw me, he didn't take me seriously at all. Just because I happen to be bit young and slightly short…_ _He didn't believe I was a killer. _

Kenshin closed his eyes, and let out a long, exhausted sigh_._

_…But when Mochizuki realized I was part of Ishin Shishi, he just attacked. Just like that, and I just reacted with Kenta, and… _

Thank god he had Kenta! Because without the spirit... _What if Iizuka-san had seen me freaking out after the kill? _

_Then, no one would take me seriously for sure!_

"Thank you,' Kenshin though to the spirit with more than a little bit of relief. Kenta nudged him back, sending the petting feeling. The spirit was his best friend, truly. It stayed by his side through thick and thin_,_ just like it always had...

_I was so sure I could kill. I boasted about it, god knows how many times. But when I smelled the blood… it was just like drowning in a tsunami._

_No living memories, just that awful sticky feeling and the smell of blood._

Kenshin gritted his teeth, and hugged his arms around himself, hating this weakness of his already.

_It's just blood – what's so special about it?!_

_I'm not a little kid anymore!_

It was embarrassing to have such a strong reaction to a simple _odor. _Especially one that wasn't even very strong.

After all, all men could kill.

Kenshin, too, had the skill for it. And now, he had promised to lend his strength to the Ishin Shishi. To Katsura-san.

_I need to be stronger than this – I can't afford to break down! Especially not over a little thing like this! I'm not the little kid I was when I killed those samurai in Settsu. I'm not a pathetic little slave either!_

_I can kill!_

_I'm a fighter! A soldier! Just like the rest of the men here._

Kenshin bit his lip, and with his knuckles bleeding white from the sheer force with which he gripped the blade, he drew it from its sheath by a handspan.

The steel was clean.

He tilted it slightly, just enough to see his reflection. His pale, unnatural eyes were narrowed in determination.

_Good._

_I can do this. I can lend my sword to Katsura-san._

So Kenshin closed his eyes, determined to fall asleep.

* * *

><p><em>AN2: Edited by Animaniacal-laughter. Thank you for your good work!<em>


	19. Demon among us

_AN: If someone was waiting for "fall to the madness"... well, wait no more. Be warned that in this chapter there is occasionally very questionable logic as Kenshin's path is starting to take toll on him. However, the good news is that after this plunge to teen angst, things will slowly, but surely, start to change._

_Special thanks for Animaniacal-laughter for beta reading this._

_Also, thank you for all your lovely reviews!_

**Warnings:** violence, murder and Kenshin's terrible life choices.

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter 18. Demon among us<strong>

Every night following Kenshin's first assassination was a struggle. Often, he would wake up gasping from the dreams of blood, screams and shouts – leftover in his mind as a random mix of nearly indistinct voices.

The dreams from which he did recall the words were even worse, in their own way. It wasn't just Mochizuki-san's final moments that would repeat before his eyes, but far older memories, too. Those two samurai in Settsu gurgling in their death throes, little Miya screaming wildly, her eyes wide in terror… and Kasumi, the girls, and other slaves dying before him, just like they had all those years ago.

Frankly, it was embarrassing to have these nightmares.

So in the following days, Kenshin forced himself to run through his kata for hours. If he attracted an audience, he would escape to the town, wandering until his nervous energy was spent and he was exhausted enough to _sleep_.

It worked.

Well, in the sense that he was no longer in danger of waking in the middle of the night screaming his lungs out. No, instead he woke at the slightest noise, feeling like he was drowning in blood. Almost like he was suffocating on it.

It was disgusting. Thank god Kenta was there to help him calm down.

_The other men would think I'm a weak little kid if they knew. _Kenshin thought, scowling at the thin paper walls separating his corner room from his neighbors. The walls didn't hide any noises, a fact he was already all too familiar with – after all, he could hear the others perfectly well, even when he didn't want to.

However, if there was a mixed blessing in the manner his nightmares had chosen to manifest, it was the fact that they weren't as bad as they had been in his childhood. No, Kenshin much preferred drowning in blood every night to crying out and wetting his bed. He really didn't want to consider how humiliating _that_ would be.

Kenshin shook his head and wrapped his arms around his knees. _No, the nightmares will pass._

_They always do. I just…have to get used to this, that's all._

However, even that resolution didn't help when the time came for his second assassination.

Katsura-san had invited him to tea, and then proceeded to hand him the name of a government official, warning him that the old man tended to travel with a bodyguard. Kenshin had nodded numbly, before asking for a better description of the men, just in case.

After all, the last thing he wanted was to repeat the mess that had tarnished his first job.

Katsura-san had obliged him, simply nodding in understanding and then listing the most significant characteristics of the man and his favored retainers, as if he was describing people he knew personally. It was all very efficient. Then, before he had time to ask, Katsura-san continued, telling him exactly why these men needed to be killed and finally… he reminded Kenshin that _no one_ could know of his existence.

The implication of those carefully chosen words was clear. If anyone saw him in the act, they too would have to die.

So Kenshin had headed to the politician's planned route to lay in wait. The place selected for the ambush was on the outskirts of the city, on a secluded street. He had planned the whole thing in advance, to insure the kill would go smoother than last time, and so he wouldn't have time to hesitate. He had even sworn that no blood would touch him. After all, the blood had been the cause of him almost breaking down last time.

The right time, the right place – and then, the right man had come along, escorted by his burly bodyguard.

…But still, it had been so hard to just go and kill them.

Both of the men's ki presences had been almost _pathetic_. The old politician's presence was barely even there, it was so weak and wavering. And the bodyguard? Slightly better… but still, not a threat. Right from the first glance Kenshin had known he wouldn't have any trouble killing these men. Two against one? No, even that wouldn't matter. It was like these men were even weaker than the samurai he had faced in Settsu when he was eleven…

The men had walked right past his hiding spot, totally oblivious to the danger, while he had been battling against himself… and they had almost gotten away. When Kenshin realized it, he sprinted after them and cut them down. Just like that.

It had been easy, like child's play.

There hadn't been any blood spilled on his clothes… but the politician had had time to scream. Somehow that wordless noise made Kenshin feel even worse. The man's terror lingered in his memories far longer than the smell of blood.

Iizuka-san had found him there, staring at the men he had cut to pieces, trying to keep breathing. The examiner had merely patted him on the back and said, "Good job." Then, he had pinned Ishin Shishi's call sign, the _Tenchuu _note, to the corpses.

It seemed a disrespectful act, all around. To the dead, and to the people who would see them.

But Kenshin knew the main reason these kills were ordered was to threaten the Bakufu. For that to work, they would need to know who was responsible. After all, there were numerous revolutionary groups in the Capital. The Choshuu Ishin Shishi was merely one of many.

Katsura-san seemed to be talking, wheedling information, and negotiating alliances with them almost every day.

Kenshin couldn't say that he was surprised when some time later, Katsura-san told him that he needed to leave the Capital on business. While his leader was away, Iizuka-san would give his orders and handle any problems that he might have. Concerning practicalities, Kenshin's stay in Okami-san's inn was paid for and he would be getting a monthly stipend, just like the other Choshuu samurai fighting for the cause.

His job just included killing people on orders.

The only problem with the arrangement was that Kenshin didn't much like Iizuka-san. The older man had a sort of two-faced feel to him, like his face and ki were telling completely different stories. Iizuka-san's face was friendly, confident and able… but his ki was wavering, weak and hesitant. It was quite similar to the duality of Katsura-san's ki, but in reverse: Iizuka's outer friendliness masked weakness instead of strength.

Or perhaps he was just making things too complicated again? What did it matter what he thought about his closest superior? Katsura-san had asked him to do this, and he would do it… because it was all for their shared goal, to create a world where people could live in peace and happiness.

So Kenshin nodded, and that was it.

After that, the jobs seemed to come at an increased pace. First it had been once every week or so. Then it was twice, then even three jobs a week.

His nightmares seemed to be a nightly event.

It was practically impossible to exhaust himself completely, just so he could sleep better. No matter how hard he tried to train alone in the backyard… it just wasn't working. Besides, training alone seemed so pointless. Running around the town? He had already learned his way around the streets and he didn't have that much extra money or the need to buy useless things. He wasn't one to engage strangers in talk, either. But sometimes…. sometimes it was relaxing to simply watch people.

The only problem was that it didn't do anything to tire him out.

No, he needed to figure out how to sleep better. Preferably before he totally wrecked his sleeping pattern. It was bad enough to stay awake all night nervous about a new job, but what if people found out he was having night terrors like a little kid?

Kenshin scowled. He wasn't a kid. He really wasn't. Even if he happened to still be small like one.

Speaking of sleeping, his soft futon remained neatly folded in the corner of his room. He still hadn't managed to use it. Not when he was keyed up like this, hearing people all around him and knowing all that awaited him in dreamland were blood and screams.

One evening, Kenshin noticed Kasumi's top sticking out of his travel bundle. It just was a child's toy, but seeing it… he remembered her. Not her dying gasps or the unseeing eyes he had closed before burying her, but good things. Her maternal soft voice, how she had comforted him, allowed him to be a child a little longer. It was shameful, but he was so sick and tired of feeling like this, not being able to sleep, that he swallowed his embarrassment and tied the yarn around the top and set it spinning. The merry colors spun wildly, merging together and creating a rainbow.

It was like something was stuck in his throat, constricting his breath. But he did it again, setting his top spinning once more.

Little by little, the feeling passed, leaving behind a strange tranquility. He didn't feel so restless anymore. No, instead it seemed, if he just leaned against his stack of books and clutched his sword in his arms….

He was dead to the world before another thought could arise.

The next morning, he woke up at sunrise, hearing the servants passing down the corridors. He was distantly aware that he had dreamed of blood and screams again. But somehow, it hadn't been so bad, now that he could recall Kasumi's soft voice whispering, "Live Shinta. Live. Live for me!"

It was just a little thing… but it made the nightmares almost bearable.

After that, he kept the top close to him. Always.

Somehow, the job seemed a little easier, after that. The spirit was his unquestioning support whenever he needed it, and rest of the time… he was learning how to cope with things.

…Or maybe he was just getting used to the job.

However, one afternoon, late in the autumn, Iizuka-san gave him a black envelope carrying the name Shiomi Daisuke.

It wasn't exactly a rare name, but it reminded him of something…

As if struck by lightning, Kenshin's eyes widened.

_Osumi!_

Osumi-san's family name had been Shiomi.

It had to be a coincidence, but still, Kenshin found himself asking, "Shiomi? From Matsue?"

"How did you know that?" Iizuka-san scoffed in disbelief. "Yes, the target is Shiomi Daisuke of Matsue. He is here negotiating an alliance on behalf of his lord. They are planning on supporting Bakufu and we cannot have that. No, we need to make an example of them. However, this will not be an easy job – Shiomi will have at least three bodyguards. Can you handle it?"

It was like a stone had dropped to the pit of his stomach, and all Kenshin could think of was Osumi-san.

But the thing was, he had never heard of any Daisuke, not on any of the many trips he and master had taken to visit Osumi-san in Matsue. The man could be Osumi-san's relative, or… hadn't Osumi-san remarried? This Daisuke could very well be her husband.

Kenshin swallowed in veiled panic. He had no way of knowing.

Iizuka-san wouldn't know who the men they needed to assassinate were married to. It wasn't important information, not for the Ishin Shishi.

_But, but… how could I kill him? How could I do that to Osumi-san?_

_There's no way…_

But what if this Daisuke wasn't even remotely connected to Osumi-san? After all, Kenshin couldn't be _sure_. And it was for the cause. It was on Katsura-san's orders. And, and… he had promised to kill any man Iizuka-san named for him. It was for the betterment of the people, for the new era.

Iizuka-san was looking at him oddly.

_Why? Err, right… he asked something._ _What was it..?_

_Oh…_

"Yes, I can handle it." Kenshin murmured. Three bodyguards, five bodyguards… it made no difference. All these samurai were so weak and slow. Hiten Mitsurugi was built to pit one against many. He hadn't had any trouble thus far, even with multiple targets.

So that night when he settled to wait for the targets, Kenshin was uneasy. Doubts kept bothering him and when he finally saw the group of samurai approaching his ambush spot, he couldn't focus properly. The street they had chosen for the job was near the city center, one of the narrower streets in the older part of the town. There were people around them, but far enough away that no one should see or hear anything.

It was near midnight. The right spot and undoubtedly the right targets.

_Why am I still hesitating?_

Kenshin tried to focus… but for some reason, even Kenta was having trouble finding the cracks in the wall separating them to push through the ki.

It was the worst thing.

But the men were coming closer… and he really, really had to kill them.

Kenshin swallowed. He didn't know which of the four samurai was his target. They were all dressed similarly enough, and it was too dark to recognize for sure the features that Iizuka-san had spent time describing to him. But even from a distance, he could recognize the shape of the crest on their clothes, the same one he had seen as a child in Osumi-san's house.

He couldn't let these men get away.

Iizuka-san was waiting. That was the reason there even was an examiner of assassinations, to ensure that the killer wouldn't chicken out or fail, that the job would be completed successfully. If he let these men get away… Katsura-san would hear of it. He wouldn't be trusted anymore.

What good was an assassin that let his targets get away?

And if he wasn't trusted anymore, if he failed Katsura-san… he wouldn't be allowed to help the Ishin Shishi anymore. He wouldn't be allowed to fight for the new era as the other men were doing. As a student of Hiten Mitsurugi had to.

There was no question. He had to kill these men.

Kenta sensed his hesitation too, and nudged him worriedly. It was just enough for Kenshin to notice how late he was; the men had nearly reached the end of the street.

_No!_

Kenshin gasped in panic and sprinted after them, only managing to strike one of them down before the others saw him. In seconds, the narrow street became an unholy chaos.

There were three men and him, trapped between high walls that blocked the moon, trying to fight it out. There was nothing clean about it. Their shouts and screams echoed all around him and their dropped paper lanterns illuminated the street just enough that he could see the blood that sprouted from their wounds.

It was too much, way too much to handle and then, at the worst possible moment, his concentration wavered, cutting off Kenta… and his internal ki enhancement trick.

Suddenly, he wasn't fast enough to dodge their strikes. His sword become too long and unwieldy to parry in the tight quarters. Kenshin gritted his teeth and pulled out his wakizashi with his left hand to block the strike coming at his right shoulder…

_Oh god, I could die here._

Seeing him held still by his comrade, another samurai screamed, charging at him, all his weight and reach behind the strike. The man was over a head taller than him, and he must have weighed more than double compared to his measly frame.

And in that moment, Kenshin couldn't do anything but think: _I could die here. I could truly drown in blood._

'NO!' Kenta screamed at him and rammed against the wall, surging to his side – and _everything _slowed down.

The strike he was was blocking with his wakizashi…

_Yes, if I push like that.. _Kenshin pushed with all his strength, unbalancing the man holding him pinned and striking his shorter blade through his jaw, all the way to the soft brain.

Then, with both hands on his katana, he dashed around the corpse, and jumped… The tall, heavy samurai charging at him had no hope against his whirlwind strike.

"_Ryuukansen: tsumuji_!"

The last one standing was still holding his own… no, the man was stepping backwards. The abandoned, burning paper lanterns illuminated his face. It could be no other than Shiomi Daisuke.

The man looked absolutely terrified.

"Demon… red hair and yellow eyes. Oh gods, no…"

Kenshin stalked closer and sheathed his sword. Not out of hesitation. No, that had left him long ago. This man had to die. However, the fastest strike he knew was battoujutsu – the quick draw. It was a useless strike, anywhere except in duels. Or so he had always thought… but it was the fastest way to kill. And for Osumi-san, the woman who had been kind to him and who his master had liked so much, for her, he wanted to kill this man in the kindest way he knew.

Kenshin sprinted towards the man, and at the last moment, drew his sword with the godlike speed of Hiten Mitsurugi.

A thud… followed by another.

It was a clean strike, Kenshin observed idly. It had cleaved straight through the man, cutting him in two pieces, from left hip to right shoulder.

No matter his terror, Shiomi-san couldn't have felt much pain.

At a distance, two presences approached him. One was Iizuka-san. Weak and wavering, like the man always was. But another was… Furutaka?

What was Furutaka doing here?

"Oh my god…" the older, stout samurai uttered in shock.

Iizuka-san merely grinned, and patted him on his wet shoulder. "Good job, Himura. I didn't doubt you for a second!"

The wet touch felt disgusting. _He_ felt disgusting. "Don't touch me," Kenshin all but growled. "Please take care of this. I need to take a bath."

But somehow, despite being covered in blood from head to toe… the scent of it wasn't fogging his nostrils. Why? Why wasn't he shaking desperately, trying to keep breathing like he usually did?

_I just… feel numb._

The feeling didn't leave him as he made his way back to the inn, sticking to the shadows and avoiding people. It wouldn't do for people to see him covered in blood. When he finally reached the bathhouse, he started by dumping a bucketful of cold well water on his head. It felt good. Fresh.

But why wasn't he freaking out like usual?

Why was he feeling like this? This strange emptiness, like he was numb all over?

…Speaking of which, what had happened back there, exactly?

And where was Kenta?

Kenshin frowned, trying to concentrate. There was a slight pounding inside his skull that was becoming more noticeable.

He could feel the spirit, albeit in a somewhat muted way. There was the wall, but behind it… Kenta wasn't there.

_Oh god…_

_Kenta isn't there!_

In the fight, Kenta had pushed through the wall again, hadn't it?

_No, no, no…_

Kenshin whimpered, clutching his head. The pulsing pain was getting worse. No, it was going to be just like before…

Falling to his knees on bare earth, Kenshin clutched his wet hakama with enough force that his knuckles bled white. He needed to concentrate, to pull Kenta back to its side of the wall.

_Yes, there is my coldness… and there, Kenta's ki._

It was faint, but he knew it was the spirit. Was it already mixing with his own?

_What?_

_NO!_

_No, this can't be happening!_

Gritting his teeth, Kenshin closed his eyes and focused, focused like he never had before and grasped at the sliver of Kenta. Painstakingly, slowly, he drew it to its side of the wall. Then another droplet. And another.

It was slow work. Just a trickle here and there… already, Kenshin was beginning to pant from the effort. But he needed to do it. What would he do without the spirit?

He couldn't do this shitty job without the spirit!

Kenta was his cornerstone. It had been always there for him!

So he searched and pulled and drew the droplets of the spirit's coldness to its proper place. It was almost morning when he finally felt the best thing in his life: _the petting comfort feeling._

'Here, here. Kenta is here.'

_Thank god! _Kenshin sobbed in relief.

* * *

><p>Kenshin woke up on the floor of his room, feeling like death warmed over. His head was pounding, his neck felt stiff, and his eyes were dry. Idly, he rubbed them with the back of his hand. The sun was shining brightly – was it already midday? Had he slept through the whole morning? Why? And for that matter, why didn't he feel like he was drenched in blood?<p>

_What happened?_

Then it came back to him, everything.

"Kenta!"

The petting comfort feeling answered.

_Oh, thank god! Kenta is alright._

Kenshin slouched back down, rubbing his aching neck awkwardly. He hadn't slept on the futon, or against the bookstack like he usually did. Instead, he had just curled up on the floor. It was weird. He shoulders and back ached… Actually, he ached _everywhere_.

And he felt…. empty.

Kenshin rolled onto his back, lying on the floor and staring at the ceiling for a long while. It was almost nice, this feeling of emptiness. Kenta continued petting him, its coldness rubbing him gently through the wall – just being there for him.

His katana lay next to him, abandoned on the floor. It was filthy. There was blood on the handle again. Kenshin wrinkled his nose. That wouldn't do at all.

_…And last night, didn't I sheathe it, while it was still stained with blood?_

_Oh fuck!_

Scrambling to his feet, Kenshin dived toward his possessions and sorted through them hastily, trying to find his sword cleaning kit. If he didn't take the katana apart completely, the blood could rust the blade! And what would he be without his blade? Nothing, that's what!

A katana was the swordsman's soul, Master had told him time and time again. If he ever heard how badly Kenshin had treated his sword, he would give him a tongue-lashing like no other!

So the whole afternoon, Kenshin cared for his sword. He took it apart diligently and cleaned it until it shone like new. It truly was a good weapon: simple but practical, almost elegant. Just from the surface, one would never know how good of a blade it truly was. It had been made just for him; Master had finally admitted getting it custom-made, because it had been impossible to find a ready-made sword suitable for Kenshin's size, style and needs.

The katana was a tangible sign that Master had cared for him.

It was a beautiful blade and Kenshin loved it.

Yet, last night… he had disrespected it by not taking proper care of it.

Even so, he couldn't help but feel it had been right to use battoujutsu. It had been the best death he could offer Shiomi-san.

'Yes.' Kenta whispered, nudging at him comfortingly.

There was no faster way to cut through a man than the godlike speed of quick draw with internal ki enhancement. It was the kindest way to kill, truly. It was as painless as possible. And now, if he and Kenta had to kill people, for the new era and for Katsura-san… then they should offer the men they killed this small kindness.

Kenshin nodded solemnly, staring at his shining sword. _Yes, whenever it's possible… I will use battoujutsu._

It wouldn't be easy, though. He frowned. With one target, it was the obvious choice, but with two? It would depend a lot on the situation. With larger groups… Kenshin paused.

_No, I will find a way. If I concentrate enough… I can do it._

Speaking of concentration, last night Kenta had slipped all the way through the wall… why?

Had it been because of his hesitations?

Instantly, Kenta nudged at him and showed him a memory. "You let your fears and doubts guide you, Idiot student."

_…Oh. Hadn't master said that to him right at the beginning?_

Kenshin's gut clenched painfully with shame. He had almost lost Kenta because of his fears and doubts. Even now, he still hadn't grown out of having such a childish weakness!

But last night, his hesitation had been because it had been Shiomi-san he had to kill. He still didn't know if the man had any connection to Osumi-san… but did it matter? Even if he did, could Kenshin have avoided killing him?

The ugly truth was: no.

When Katsura-san commanded him to kill, when the black envelope came… he had to kill.

It was so simple.

Kenshin buried his face in his palms as the realization struck. It wouldn't matter who the targets were, what they had done… or why they needed to be killed. If Katsura-san commanded it, he would kill them – for the new era.

Besides, so far the directions had always been right. There were no mistakes in his orders, the Ishin Shishi made sure of that.

Did he really need to know so much about his targets?

_No, I don't._

After all, knowing led to thinking and thinking led to speculation… which made room for doubts and fears. He had almost lost Kenta because of those. Never again.

_It's just killing… and I am good at that._

So Kenshin resolved to tell Iizuka-san, the next time he saw the man, that there was no need for him to know details about his targets. Just the location, time, and names. That was the only information he truly needed.

The fact was that Kenshin was good at this. He could do this. He could fight for the cause, for the new era. He had always managed his kills properly. He had never been wounded, never had any troubles… he was good.

'But yesterday we were better…' the spirit whispered. 'Together… on the same side.'

'What..? What are you talking about?' Kenshin countered in surprise.

'You could start to lower the wall again. We were good together.'

_No, absolutely no way._

'Don't even think about it!' Kenshin thought furiously back. 'I couldn't do this without you.'

'Together… not alone.'

Yesterday, hadn't they been faster together? Using their ki enhancement trick, they had failed. But together, they had been almost impossibly fast. Far faster than usual.

_But still…. no._

'No.' Kenshin thought firmly to the spirit.

Acceptance.

Caring.

Petting comfort feeling.

* * *

><p>That evening, when it was time for dinner, Kenshin was feeling alright. The food tasted bland and he didn't have much of an appetite, but that was the norm these days. He felt tired, every movement made his body ache… but it wasn't a problem. All in all, things were almost good. He had Kenta, yesterday's job had been completed successfully… and there should be no more envelopes for the next couple days.<p>

So Kenshin finished his meal, took his sword, and rose to leave. In the doorway leading out of the common dining room, he passed a few other men… and Furutaka-san. But instead of walking past him normally like the others, Furutaka stepped out of his way in a hurry, and stumbled—

Instinctively, Kenshin reached to steady the older man.

But instead of being grateful for the gesture, Furutaka stared at him with wide eyes, slapped his hand away and hissed, "Stay away from me, you unnatural freak!"

_What? _Kenshin gasped in shock, utterly stunned by the words.

It was so silent that he could hear Furutaka's heaving breathing, like the man was genuinely furious. Swallowing, Kenshin looked away… only to notice that _everyone_ in the dining room had turned to stare at them.

_What's going on? Why are they…?_

Then Furutaka turned around, and scrambled into the dining room in haste… and Kenshin was left standing there awkwardly. He swallowed slowly, and as calmly as he could, escaped upstairs.

Why had Furutaka done that?

The older samurai had been friendly enough to him earlier. He had spent hours in his company, showing him around Kyoto.

_…And unnatural? A freak?_

_Why?_

Yesterday night, hadn't Furutaka been there, too? Alongside with Iizuka-san, he must have seen him covered in blood after that messy job…

…_Oh._

* * *

><p>After that, it seemed that people did their best to avoid him. Furutaka was most obvious and vocal about it; even Kenshin had heard him telling others to stay "the hell away from that dangerous freak." Furutaka seemed set on talking to everyone, telling them that while he couldn't say what had happened… he had to be a good friend to the men and warn them about him.<p>

Suddenly, Kenshin noticed that he wasn't alone because he preferred it, that his loneliness wasn't something he had chosen because he was hesitant to talk to strangers and didn't know what to say to men so much older than him.

No. Now, even the people at the inn would stare at him suspiciously and seek to avoid confronting him. All of the sudden, there was always a spot left empty on both sides of him during dinner. When he walked in the hallways, people would make room for him and whisper. It wasn't that they were afraid of him, not exactly… but all the same, everyone avoided him.

Iizuka-san hadn't been of much help with it. After Furutaka had been a bit too loud about his opinions… the examiner had merely arranged for him to leave the inn. Which, of course, made others think Furutaka had been right about his suspicions.

It made Kenshin feel lonely in the crowd like never before.

Feeling lonely was possibly the most stressful feeling in the world. It was getting harder to sleep and his nightmares flared up again.

And the worst thing?

He was busier with jobs than ever before.

Kenta kept suggesting that he start breaking down the wall again. It kept saying that they would be better together, that the wall was holding them back from growing stronger. Kenshin didn't want to think about it. Kenta had always been there for him… and if he did break down the wall, wouldn't that mean Kenta wouldn't be there anymore?

He couldn't do this alone!

The problem was, though, that the warm feelings hidden within the wall were incredibly tempting. Kenshin knew how comforting they were, all those feelings and memories of good things. And he was feeling so lonely.

Even Kasumi's top was hardly any help these days.

But when Kenshin had created the hole in the wall, all those years ago… the things he had touched and moved away had disappeared. He didn't know why. He couldn't even remember the things he had touched back them. It was like, moving things away from the wall would erase them completely. But just touching them, that wouldn't give him anything but tantalizing flashes.

But maybe… what if he merely lowered the wall? Just a little bit? It couldn't be harmful, right? The wall would still be there between him and Kenta, and he could have the comfort of the memories and feelings stored in the wall.

So one night, when he was feeling particularly bad and lonely, Kenshin gingerly touched the wall, lifting one of the things that made it.

Instantly, _the_ _warmth of mother's hug _spread all over him.

He gasped, panting desperately for air. He had forgotten that feeling! It had been so long! Kenshin covered his eyes, and tried not to think about how much he had missed it… how good it had felt to feel unconditional love, to be touched.

In the silence, his eyes began to tear.

'You need this' Kenta whispered to him.

The spirit was right, of course.

He had been so alone lately. The job was horrible, and it was becoming too easy. He didn't even think anymore, he just went out there and killed and killed and then killed some more. Even with his godlike speed, trying to use only battoujutsu… If there were many targets, they would have time to shout or scream. The memory of their blood lingered, seeping into everything.

He felt restless, high-strung these days. It was like he was covered in blood all the time. Even food was starting to taste like blood.

But that feeling, oh god, it had felt so good! Maybe, at times like these… just every now and then, it would be okay to take comfort from the things hidden in the wall?

'Yes.' Kenta whispered, nudging at him. Then, it began petting him.

It was childish to cry.

_…But maybe, just for tonight, it would be okay?_

Kenshin cried until his eyes were dry.

* * *

><p>The way people behaved at the inn, avoiding him and staring at him like he was some sort of monster, Kenshin really didn't feel like spending any more time there than necessary. No, he very much preferred it when people didn't notice him at all. So, he stayed in his room, or practised in the backyard at odd hours. Or more and more often, he would just go to town and watch people.<p>

In the busy streets of Kyoto, he was just one among many. He wasn't anything special and right now… it was the only thing he wanted to be: a nobody.

However, it seemed the city was slowly reaching a boiling point.

There were so many people, so many samurai from all over the country… and because of all the political chaos going on in the sidelines, it seemed many groups from both sides had been lured into the mess. The Ishin Shishi was very much divided and people didn't seem to have a very good opinion of them. But neither did they like the Bakufu troops, such as the new policing group, the _Shinsengumi_.

"Wolves of Mibu," people called them, scowling at their flashy blue _haori_ overcoats, decorated with those bold white mountain stripes. A bunch of ronin and low class mercenaries, claiming that they would protect the city people in these turbulent times.

Kenshin hadn't yet seen any Shinsengumi nor had he come across them in his work. Mostly, his assassinations had been planned to be done in secluded areas. However, he had been having more and more jobs come his way; soon he might need to start working in the city. He didn't like the thought. It might bring complications. What if some innocent bystander saw him at work?

No one was allowed to see him and walk away, Katsura-san had been very clear about that. But to kill innocents, just because they had been in the wrong place at the wrong time?

Even the thought of it left a bad taste in his mouth.

_No, I can't let it happen. Never._

After all, avoiding bystanders wasn't outside of his capabilities. Kenshin knew how to sense ki, and no matter how difficult it was to focus on all the tiny flickers of ki in the city, he could make sure that the area was clear before going in.

Kenshin exhaled slowly. _Yes, I can do it. I have to._

* * *

><p>It was a really nice day, late in winter. The sun was shining brightly and it didn't matter that it was bit chilly. There wasn't even a hint of snow. Well, it wasn't like snow fell often this far in the lowlands, and it was quite nice. Kenshin felt perfectly fine dressed in his normal, everyday clothes.<p>

The good weather reflected on the people around him, bringing many to the marketplace. Kenshin smiled sadly, enjoying their banter. It felt good being just one among many.

For these people's sake he was doing this. For their happiness, for the new era.

"…And all those murders by that horrid battoujutsu killer," someone said right behind him, whispering in a gossipy manner.

_What?_

"Yes, but they say that he only targets Bakufu officials and their bodyguards. Just cuts them all down. They say no one can stop him."

_They are talking about…_

"I heard from the flower seller that he is called _Hitokiri Battousai_. It's because because he cuts them all down, not caring about anything… and they say he does it all with the same strike. I don't know anything of swordsmanship but my husband's friend knows someone in the Shinsengumi, and he said all of it was done like that…"

_…about me?_

"But what if it's just rumors? What if he isn't like those Ishin Shishi terrorists… what if he kills anyone who comes across his path? Maybe no one is safe!"

"It's terrible, indeed. But the worst thing is that no one knows what he looks like! They know nothing about him, just that battoujutsu thing…"

Kenshin blinked dazedly. And then, he didn't know why… but he couldn't help but head down the street, trying to listen in on all the rumors. Maybe it was just morbid curiosity, the horrifying realization that people were actually talking about him. It might just be a fluke, after all!

But it wasn't.

Everywhere he went, people were talking about this manslayer, this uncompromising killer who cut down everybody in his path with the same strike: the Hitokiri Battousai.

Kenshin didn't know what to think about it. It was bad enough that people were talking about him… but why were they so disturbingly accurate with their rumor mongering?

However, the more he thought about it, the easier it was to realize how the rumors had been born.

He had been doing jobs almost every other night. And just as he had decided, he had tried to use battoujutsu as often as he could manage. It worked perfectly fine on most nights. And when it didn't, well… his mistakes had pushed him to learn new tricks. Nowadays, even when he faced groups, he hardly needed to use anything else.

But the thing was, quick draw was a very specific and easily recognizable strike in most sword schools. And Hiten Mitsurugi Battoujutsu? The speed, the power, the cutting ability, the wounds it left on the targets were unmistakable. So the people who found his kills, if they saw more than one… they could quite easily recognize the killer. And apparently, they proceeded to mention it to their friends and families, who in turn, seemed to delight in the gossip.

_What a mess, _Kenshin sighed bitterly.

To pour salt in an open wound, it seemed that Ishin Shishi appreciated the additional fame. At least if Iizuka-san's happy crooning was anything to go by. "Yo Battousai, how does it feel to be the talk of the town?"

Kenshin looked aside sourly.

It was the worst thing he could have done. Because for whatever reason, Iizuka-san found it amusing and started calling him by that name all the time. "Himura Battousai," indeed…

However, now that the work was increasing and rumors of hitokiri hunting down Bakufu officials were on everyone's tongue… well, it seemed that every single one of his targets had doubled the amount of bodyguards they employed.

It didn't matter much, not when it came to his work. The constant practice had made him and Kenta more efficient, and lowering the wall seemed to made it easier to use their ki-trick.

Unfortunately, the increased amount of targets required him to have more observers, just in case things went awry. So instead of having to deal with only Iizuka-san and his quirky sense of humor, Kenshin had to endure the fearful gaping of two or three additional guys. Never for long, though.

He didn't know why, but it seemed that watching his assassinations was a job no one seemed to like.

Well, no one except Iizuka-san.

So the helpers would rotate the duty. Kenshin didn't even bother trying to learn their names after the first few. And the worst thing? It seemed that Iizuka-san's fondness for his nickname had stuck with the other observers.

Reluctantly, Kenshin had to agree that it _was_ kind of catchy.

It was accurate, too, in a way. During the job he was a hitokiri – a manslayer. It was his duty to cut down everyone who saw him, not just his target like an assassin would. And Battousai? It meant master of quick draw. No matter how unintentional, Kenshin had become quite good at using the dueling strike lately. So, maybe it was proper. An alias… just like the name "Himura."

Maybe he should give up resisting and simply become this Himura Battousai everyone seemed think he was.

After all, it best described what he was now.

* * *

><p>It didn't take long before he was doing jobs in the city.<p>

Kenshin wasn't particularly happy about it, but he understood the necessity. The officials didn't dare take trips out of town anymore, at least not without heavy protection. No, instead it was far more practical to target them in the city where they thought they were safe.

It was just, he didn't want to become what the rumors suggested, a bloodthirsty killer out to kill everyone who came across his path. So, Kenshin tried to be really, really careful about checking his targets and the area before going in for the kill. There could be no mistakes. Not with this.

There was already enough blood on his hands.

To ensure this, Kenshin had taken to listening in with his ki hearing trick to determine if his targets really were the right ones. Especially during nights like this, when they couldn't be sure of the target's planned travel route.

Kenshin was hiding in a shadowed corner of the street. There were dozens of ki flickers in his range, but none of them were particularly near or flaring in curiosity. No, even the closest ones seemed muted in sleep. It was as safe as it could be for a job this near the city center.

Then a pleasant, young man's voice remarked anxiously, "It's getting late. We should hurry a bit."

It was just across the street and getting closer!

"Lately there have been more of those _hitokiri_." A lower voice remarked, speaking in a firm, confident tone.

_Ah.. that voice, it must belong to the strong ki-presence._

Out of the three, only that one showed promise as a fighter. Not dangerous enough to be a threat, but he should be taken care of first.

"Like the so-called _Hitokiri Battousai_?" Another remarked with a scratchy, older man's voice.

_Hmm, so most likely, that is my target. _Kenshin stalked closer, intent on listening a bit more. Just so he could be _sure_.

"Whether he exists or not, we will crush the rebels soon."

"Now now, let's not talk shop when we have a reason to celebrate. Kiyosato, you are going to be married next month, aren't you?"

"That's right…"

_Is that young guy supposed to be a bodyguard? His voice is so hesitant and young…. he doesn't sound like he would be able to guard a kitten. _Kenshin frowned, a bad taste rising to his mouth. He hated killing targets like this one. And the guy was getting married?

This was exactly why he didn't want to know details about his targets anymore!

But he couldn't move in, not yet – not before he got confirmation. Was the older guy Shigekura Jubei? These days, every guy with even the slightest bit of influence employed bodyguards. And while this place matched Iizuka-san's predictions, it was a bit too early.

"Marrying your beautiful childhood sweetheart, you lucky dog."

"Thank you. But I can't help worrying, in these troubled times, why should I…"

"What are you talking about? In this world, everyone's trying to find a little happiness. If anything, if we make a new age with this work of ours, that's the form it should take."

_…Work of ours?_

Kenshin tensed, and risked looking at them, trying to see their clothes. His heart sank, when he noted that yes, indeed, the older man wore the correct clan insignia and his guards were both from the Mimawarigumi, the more respected of the Bakufu's policing forces in Kyoto.

Exhaling softly, Kenshin stepped out in the open. "You must be Shigekura Jubei."

All three of his targets spun around in surprise.

The left Mimawarigumi member really was young. He couldn't even be in his twenties yet, and he was getting married… Kenshin didn't like this at all. He hadn't wanted to know that piece of information. But now that he knew, he couldn't help but pity the man.

Still, he needed to do this. He didn't have a choice. So he tried to explain it to them. "I bear you no grudge, but for the sake of the new era, I must have your deaths."

The young bodyguard and the old man were both caught off guard by his words. However, the strongest, the heavily built and experienced fighter on the right, didn't let his surprise control him. Instead, he reached for his sword and demanded, "Who are you?"

Maybe because of his bad habit of answering direct questions, or simply because it would have been rude not to answer, Kenshin said, "Choshuu Ishin Shishi. Himura Battousai."

Then, he gripped his sword, concentrated…and once Kenta flowed over to his side, he sprinted.

His first strike, the battoujutsu, went to the most dangerous guy. The heavy man was too slow to react, he simply dropped dead in two pieces, just like they all did.

Kenshin turned and jumped, coming down with "_Ryuutsuisen: zan_!"

The piercing strike from above sank into the skull of the old man like chopsticks into rice paste. The target was dead.

Now, concerning the last one…

Kenshin twisted his sword, pulling it out.

"Shigekura-san! Ishiji-san!" The young guard screamed in shock, his eyes wide as saucers from sheer terror. The way he held his sword was laughable. Even as a child holding a sword for the very first time, Kenshin had done better.

_…And this is the guy who is getting married._

It was so _pathetic_.

_What is the point in killing this guy, anyway?_ Kenshin thought morosely as he charged. His own strike was weak and slow, far slower than usually – but still, if the guard had been a fraction of a second slower, he wouldn't have had time to block.

Kenshin's sword was at to the guard's throat, held back by that shaky block. If he pushed just a little, he could easily slit the guy's throat and be done with it. It was all too easy.

_I really don't want to do this. _

"Give up." Kenshin heard his own voice saying.

_Yes, what if this guy, just a boy really… what if he just gave up? No one knew how many bodyguards Shigekura-san would have. And it's dark, this boy can't have seen much of me, not enough to be a threat to the Ishin Shishi…_

_If he just ran away now, he could live and get married._

_The Ishin Shishi doesn't need his death. No one will benefit if he dies here…_

However, before Kenshin could find the words to explain even a fraction of these musings, all of the sudden the boy's eyes focused. Like he had just realized something…. and then, the boy pushed _back_.

The young man was in his late teens or early twenties. He was a head taller than Kenshin and more importantly, _a lot heavier_. In a battle of physical strength, it was no contest. The Mimawarigumi guard pushed him and his blade aside with ease.

_…Huh. _Kenshin frowned.

And before his eyes, the guard settled into an attacking stance. He was sweating heavily, but his gaze was focused. Determined.

_Well… shit._

Kenshin knew that look. He had seen it often enough in his own reflection, when he needed to make a decision. This guy wouldn't give up, not anymore.

_…But I don't want to do this._

Maybe because of his torn feelings, Kenta hesitated too… and let go of their ki- enhancement trick. They would overpower this guy badly enough even when it came to basic swordsmanship. There really was no point in using the godlike speed, was there?

And then, the guard attacked. His strike was slow, but it was executed cleanly. This boy's teacher would be proud to see him handling his nerves this well, Kenshin thought while blocking. He dodged around the guard, and yes – good. Again, he needed to defend. On the next pass, the guard was even better, more focused and desperate… but during his next charge, Kenshin saw a perfect opening.

It was instinct, nothing more. From his early childhood, every time he saw an opening like that, he had been told to attack it with his best shot. It had been a common training tactic with Master and no matter what he had tried, not one of his strikes had ever gone through.

So Kenshin took the opening and _cut_.

His blade cut through… not as fast, nor as clean as it would have with the ki enhancement boosting his strength, but it cut cloth and skin, causing flesh and blood to sprout out.

A flash of pain flared on his cheek.

_..What?_

His left cheek was hurting? And there was wetness, flowing down his jaw to his throat? Kenshin raised his hand to it, and looked at his fingers.

It was blood.

_…Oh._

Behind him, the young man who had cut him had fallen to the ground, struggling to crawl to his sword. He was crying, mumbling to himself, "I don't want to die… not yet… not yet…"

And as if the haze shrouding him had been lifted, Kenshin swallowed in panic.

_I did that._

His stomach twisted, like a dozen snakes coiling tight and he felt like he was going to throw up.

"…was… finally going… to marry her….can't die… not yet…"

Kenshin swallowed, once, twice… before gripping his sword. That boy was already dead, he just didn't know it yet. Bleeding like that, his blood and guts spilling out from his left side, was an ugly way to die.

It would take a while.

This was the exact reason why Kenshin had tried his best to make his kills as fast possible, to spare his targets this kind of pain. But through his hesitation, he had managed to cause unnecessary suffering, yet again.

The shame of it was nearly overwhelming.

._..Again, because of my hesitations._

No, this really wouldn't do.

"…would have… loved… her… forever…."

The only reason Kenshin killed was for the happiness of innocents. And even if he couldn't have avoided killing this young man, this boy… at least he should have been kind enough to kill him _quickly_.

"To… Mo…. e…."

Kenshin walked to the boy slowly until he was standing above him, his legs spread on both sides of the boy's gurgling head, still mumbling words… and then, he struck his blade through the junction of that neck and twisted, just so.

Silence.

At a distance, two ki presences approached hesitantly… the examiners. Fairly new guys, these two. But where was Iizuka-san? Well, to be fair, Iizuka-san had been quite busy lately, so he shouldn't expect the man to check every single one of his many jobs…

"We have come to check…"

Kenshin flicked most of the blood from his sword before sheathing it. Then, he nodded at the new guys. "Thank you for examining them."

"Your cheek!" one of them gasped, pointing at him in shock.

Kenshin looked aside. "It's nothing."

The fact was, the wound didn't hurt, not when there was this ache in his heart and the shame of his failures kept twisting his stomach. No, compared to those, the little pain in his cheek was nothing. And blood? It was just a little more blood on him. The only difference was that it was his own. It didn't matter.

"…But if he reached your face with a sword… he must have been very good." The other examiner said curiously.

_Just for cutting me? No, it wasn't that. I hesitated and screwed up, again._

_"_…No. His skill itself was nothing. But his will to live… was incredible. I will leave rest to you." Kenshin murmured, and turned to leave.

It made no sense to stay here any longer.

However, he shot a final glance at the young Mimawarigumi guard who had cut him. He really would have preferred to let the boy go, but how could he fault him for deciding to fight for his beliefs? It had been mere chance that they had faced each other. Just chance. But still, it was sad.

"May you find happiness, in your next life."

"Eh? Did you say something?"

"No. It was nothing." Kenshin denied softly. No, tonight had been just another night of blood among many others. But now, he was filthy and the smell of blood was fogging his nostrils. He really needed a bath.

As he walked away, he heard the examiners speaking softly behind his back. "Will to live huh? I guess a first class swordsman can tell that just by crossing blades with someone…"

"Yeah, but… Maybe he could tell that, but he still killed them all without blinking. He really is a manslayer."

Kenshin sighed tiredly.

_Yes, I am._


	20. Of cats and mice

**Warnings:** _violence, murder, unhealthy coping __mechanisms_

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter 19. Of cats and mice<strong>

The wound on his cheek kept bleeding, and Kenshin didn't know why. It was quite shallow, just a surface scratch really. The blade hadn't even pierced through his cheek. But then again, weren't head wounds supposed to bleed a lot?

In any case, the wound attracted a lot of attention back at the inn. Okami-san even demanded that he show it to the doctor. Kenshin protested; after all, it wasn't that serious. It was just a little cut, not worth a fuss like this. However, when the old lady kept insisting, he finally gave in… after all, Okami-san had always been very kind to him.

The doctor, who looked after Choshuu Ishin Shishi residing in the inn, agreed with him. As long as it was allowed to heal in peace, the wound wouldn't even need stitches. It had been a close call, though. Just a little bit to the side and Kenshin could have lost an eye… or just a hint deeper and the blade would have pierced through his cheek and the infection risk would have made the subsequent healing process far trickier.

Perhaps he had been lucky. But truly, it was so hard to care.

The jobs kept coming and coming, a never ending stream of black envelopes, and now Kenshin's dreams featured a new addition: the desperately afraid but determined eyes of that young guardsman. The dreams got so bad that sometimes he would even remember them during the day.

…And the wound kept bleeding.

Kenshin tried not to let it get to him, but it was a losing battle.

One night after the job was done, Iizuka-san ran after him. It was raining heavily, the first of the heavy spring rains. They were walking back to the inn to report their success. For once, the job had been a bit further away from the city center, just across the river.

"You are truly Hitokiri Battousai, boy. You killed all those men and didn't get even a drop of blood on your clothes."

Kenshin looked aside.

It was true. He had learned to avoid the blood spatter, hoping to avoid the smell of blood. Not that it helped much. It felt like these days, everything was tainted with blood, even the food he ate. It was making it much harder to put aside his job, to relax, to think of anything but what he had become.

The terrified eyes, the screams, and the blood kept haunting him.

"Let's go drink sake together," Iizuka-san suggested after a moment.

_Sake…? _Kenshin frowned, looking at the examiner out of the corner of his eye. _Why would he…? And why sake? It tastes horrible…._

Just before he had left the mountain, Master had offered him a taste of rice wine. It had been a little more than a year ago.

_Has it only been a year since then? It feels like a lifetime…_

"No, thank you." Kenshin finally murmured.

"Suit yourself. I can easily drink alone. I'll see you later."

Kenshin watched the man go. He still didn't much care for Iizuka-san, to be honest… but then again, Iizuka-san was one of a very few people who even took the time to talk to him anymore.

People at the inn seemed to be starting to connect the rumors of Hitokiri Battousai with him. Not that anyone had dared to comment on it aloud, but the way they looked at and avoided him weren't out of mere unease, but out of genuine fear. Well, no wonder – while the examiners of assassination weren't supposed to talk about their job, it didn't seem to stop them from guiding their friends away from the danger.

It left Kenshin feeling lonely like never before. He had taken to steadily lowering the wall between him and Kenta. It helped some. Kasumi's top was always with him too, to remind him why he did this. This was all for the innocents, for the happiness of people like her.

But the eyes of that young man and the blood was seeping in everywhere, tainting everything around him… It was so hard to forget, to ignore. And his cheek kept bleeding.

No, there had to be a way to let go of this tension beneath his skin, the horrors lurking in his sleep.

Rubbing his face tiredly, Kenshin sighed. At a distance, he could hear the rowdiness of men getting ready to go out on the town for whores and drink. They wouldn't be back until after midnight, stinking of sake and then falling asleep, snoring like pigs.

_What would I give to sleep like they do, even just for a night. _

Kenshin scowled. _What is so good about sake, anyway?_

Iizuka-san had looked at him strangely, like he had _expected_ him to take the offer. And come to think of it, even Master had drunk heavily back when he had first taken him as an apprentice.

_Why? _

For all that Hiko Seijuurou had always loomed larger than life in his mind, now that he thought about it, back in those early days… Master had always carried his jug of sake everywhere he went. Almost every night, Master had drunk. And no matter how inexplicable Master's logic had seemed at times, he had never done anything without a reason.

Kenshin frowned, looking out of his window. The gates opened and closed, a few men heading down the street towards the town.

Did it matter why?

All those men had to have a reason for going out and drinking, and he had nothing to do but lurk alone in his corner room. There was no hope of sleeping. And going to the yard to practice? Why should he bother? His targets already died too easily. No, there was nothing for him here.

So sake… would it hurt to try it?

Without pausing to think twice, Kenshin grabbed his sword and headed downstairs.

Thankfully, it wasn't difficult to find a bar in the city. There was always life in the city center, no matter the hour. However, Kenshin wasn't particularly enthusiastic about the prospect of seeing anyone he knew, so he took his time finding a place that didn't have any familiar ki presences inside.

Of course, it wasn't the best way of picking drinking establishments – a fact that became obvious the second he stepped inside. The bar was the quieter sort, which was well and good, but the patrons were grey-haired, wrinkly old men with sour dispositions. However, it wasn't like Kenshin could head back out right away.

Sighing softly, Kenshin sat down and quietly ordered his sake from the sleazy barman that came to inquire after his needs.

It turned out that sake still tasted terrible: bitter, almost tangy like blood. However, he had come all this way here, and at least the patrons of this place didn't know him. No, compared to the fear and unease the Choshuu men displayed, it would be far better to be faced with honest dislike.

After the first bottle, Kenshin began to get used to the taste. However, the whispers around him were turning downright annoying.

Why did people have to keep commenting that he looked like a girl?

_I definitely do not._

_And red hair? Yes, thank you for noticing!_ Kenshin was well aware that he had red hair. He had always had red hair, it wasn't like he had stolen clothes dye and purposefully dyed it that way.

And yes, he knew he looked a bit like a foreigner… but not that much, really. Kenshin had seen proper foreigners since coming to the city. They looked different in the face, they were a lot taller, and their eyes were different. He had seen one with red hair, too. It wasn't the same red as his. It had been more of a light orange.

_No, my hair is a proper red. A much better color. _

_And yes, I am short like a kid, thank you for reminding me of that__ – __again_. Kenshin was slowly starting to suspect that he would never grow enough for that to change. It wasn't like he had grown a bit since last year. But then again, he was fourteen. At the end of summer he would be fifteen.

_I will be an adult then. _

__How wonderful would that be? N_o one could call me a little kid anymore! _

Maybe he still had some growth left? Young men grew in height through their late teens. Some were just later than others. It would be nice to grow over five feet, at least.

_Why do I feel dizzy?_

Maybe he should quit already. Go back to the inn, back to being the inn's favorite ghost story, being stared at and avoided and feared… back to the loneliness of his empty room and the soft futon he hadn't managed to use even once, back to nights filled with blood and screams, shouts and scared eyes.

_No, it really is much better here._

* * *

><p>The next morning, Kenshin woke up to a headache of epic portions and a rebellious stomach. His eyes felt like they had dried up inside his head, and then someone had scrubbed them with sand, and gods, how badly he stank! Had he fallen in the gutter on the way home?<p>

Okami-san had scolded him like none other, afterwards. However, no matter how embarrassing that morning had been, it hadn't kept him from realizing that for the first time in ages… he had slept without dreaming.

It had been a powerful realization, so from that point on, whenever he had a particularly bad night, Kenshin would go out and drink. After all, he had the time and money for it. He had been saving his monthly stipend religiously for months, never finding anything to spend it on. And a few hours of being able to forget the job, to let go… and then to sleep like a normal human being? It was worth every penny. However, the hangover was always difficult and kept him from drinking as often as he would like. Especially if there was a possibility of a job the next day.

But still, Kenshin now knew why people drank.

The spring was changing into summer, bringing with it rains and warm days. The town was filling with people, the marketplaces bursting with vendors and wayfarers and a never-ending stream of samurai packing into the city. Now, the majority of his jobs were happening right in the city. It made Kenshin's work harder and far more time consuming.

The Ishin Shishi had succeeded in becoming a threat to the Bakufu. However, it had also sent the Shinsengumi and Mimawarigumi hunting them like bloodhounds. Not only did all his targets now have bodyguards, but wherever Kenshin finally got the deed done… the next day that block would be added to the policing forces' ever changing patrol list.

It was like playing a game of cat and mouse.

Because of it, Kenshin could no longer simply hide and wait for his targets. No, the ease of that was long gone. Now he would have to follow his targets for hours around the city just to find a safe location, where absolutely no one would see the assassination. He couldn't fail, not any more than he had already failed.

Another thing that was new, was that for some reason Iizuka-san had been trying to be friendlier towards him. It was a bit strange. Yet, no matter Kenshin's obvious hesitation, the examiner would go out his way to invite him out for sake, or to Shimabara.

Now, it wasn't exactly a secret that Kenshin had taken to drinking. Practically everyone in the inn knew it.

However, Kenshin wasn't sure if he actually wanted to spend more time than was necessary in Iizuka-san's company… and Shimabara? The mere thought of going to the red light district mortified Kenshin. He wasn't a kid anymore, true, but to go out and seek the company of whores?

But given that sake had been a somewhat pleasant discovery, even despite its terrible taste…

But still, no.

_No, no, no. Definitely no. I would just embarrass myself. _

What was he even supposed to do with a whore? The very thought made him blush. He had been noticing girls in the town, yes… but, but, actually talking to them? It would be a thousand times harder than talking to mere strangers!

So no. Absolutely not.

Besides, it wasn't like he even had time for that sort of thing, with the Shinsengumi and Mimawarigumi making his job harder, and there being so many targets…

While killing them was easy, all too easy… someone always had time to scream. He had tried to be faster because of it. He didn't want any more screams filling his nightmares.

The blood was already bad enough.

He had taken to washing his hands for hours after each job, trying to clean them. But no matter how he scrubbed and scrubbed, the blood never left completely.

And still, his cheek kept bleeding.

It was disturbing.

One night, Iizuka-san even commented on it. They were walking by the river, which was one of the better places for assassinations these days. Even if the Shinsengumi or Mimawarigumi saw them, they had an easy escape route.

"You are good, but lately you have been absolutely incredible."

"What do you mean?" Kenshin asked softly, glancing at the man out of the corner of his eye.

"You don't even give them a chance to scream anymore…" Iizuka-san murmured, rubbing the beard stubble on his chin thoughtfully. "Hey, what's wrong?"

Kenshin blinked, and raising his hand, felt wetness on his cheek.

_Again?_

_It has been almost two months since then! Why? Why does this keeps happening? It's insane!_

Iizuka-san looked at him strangely. "There's a superstition that goes like this: if a sword wound is made by someone with a strong hatred, the wound will not heal until revenge has been extracted."

"Won't heal…?" Kenshin couldn't help staring at him in shock. "Strong hatred?"

That sounded scarily possible. After all, he knew ki and spirits… so how could he say that old superstitions weren't true? Kenshin's heart skipped a beat, shivers racing down his spine.

_If that's true, then…_

Iizuka-san smiled grimly. "Exactly. It may never go away."

* * *

><p><em>…the rumors of Hitokiri Battousai still work to our advantage. However, the Shinsengumi and Mimawarigumi are becoming more active, which is affecting our work negatively.<em>

_As per your request, I will update you with information regarding Himura. I have made attempts to befriend him, but it seems that he is slowly falling deeper into insanity. He remains efficient in his work: he is fast, accurate, and certain. However, all his watchers report that Himura is cold and detached, almost completely emotionless. This state of mind stays with him longer and longer after the assassinations. The men residing in the inn report that his nightmares have become worse. Additionally, the wound inflicted by Shiregura Yubei's bodyguard, Kiyosato Akira, has yet to heal. _

_It's very likely that soon he will fall over the line and lose his sense of purpose. If this were to happen, Himura's sword skills will make bringing him down a very difficult task. My recommendation would be to transfer him to other duties as soon as possible. If he cannot be replaced, then we should keep pushing him to connect with people and our shared purpose, though I fear it's already too late._

Katsura frowned deeply, folding the letter meticulously.

He had been requesting frequent updates about his assassin from Iizuka, but lately the news were becoming worse and worse. The boy had been exactly what they needed in Kyoto, fulfilling the harshest of tasks admirably for nearly a year. However, now it seemed their luck was running out.

No matter how precarious things still were in Edo and in the provinces, maybe it was time for him to return to the Capital. If Himura was getting as bad as reported, if he truly needed to be brought down like a mad dog…

No, not yet – it couldn't be too late already.

Iizuka's suggestion of transferring the boy to another task could work… if they had anyone else capable of doing his work. Unfortunately, there was no other swordsman among the Choshuu ranks who could pick up the slack. No, for now, the best they could do was to keep monitoring the situation.

Katsura tapped his knee thoughtfully. What had Iizuka suggested, again? To push Himura to connect with people?

The boy didn't talk to people. According to the reports, he had taken to completely isolating himself. And even back in Hagi, the boy had been so very hesitant to talk. But if encouraging him to form bonds with his comrades wouldn't work, then what could? It wasn't good for the boy to keep bottling up all his emotions, that was certain.

However, why was Iizuka doubting the boy's resolve to fight for the Ishin Shishi?

Katsura had never met anyone as confident in their shared purpose as Himura. If the boy was losing that… no, he needed to talk with the boy and see for himself.

"Katagai, arrange things for a trip to Kyoto. There is a matter that I need to see to."

* * *

><p>It was almost a month later, the start of summer, when Katsura finally reached the Capital. It hadn't been an easy journey. The Bakufu forces kept a close watch on everyone suspected of having ties to the Ishin Shishi. Thankfully, so far they hadn't been able to confirm that he was anything other than a mere messenger between groups. However, several other power players had already been caught and executed, and Katsura had no doubt that the same fate would befall him if his true role as the leader of the Choshuu rebels became known.<p>

This was quite possibly the worst time to arrange a meeting with his assassin. If Bakufu spies caught a whiff of them and recognized his or Himura's true importance… it could lead to very bad times for Choshuu.

The game of cat and mouse was getting dangerous now, and secrecy was their best protection.

The fame of Hitokiri Battousai and the rumors it had spurred were a double-edged blade, truly. While it made Himura's assassinations more effective, inspiring fear among the Bakufu that they were able to use to their gain… it made Himura's identity a valuable commodity. If Bakufu forces found out his name or even just a partial description, they would turn the city over to find the boy. The boy's unique appearance certainly didn't help matters.

But on the other hand, if the boy was truly falling into madness… it would be a far worse disaster. No, it was absolutely essential that he met with the boy now and saw for himself where things stood.

For this reason, Katsura had arranged for himself and Katagai to stay in another Choshuu colleague's town estate. It wasn't an ideal solution, but it suited his cover story of taking part in meetings about clan matters.

Now, after enduring nearly a month on the road, it was truly a pleasure to gather his thoughts in the estate's beautiful garden. The koi were peaceful to observe. It almost let him forget his worries for a moment.

Then, Katagai coughed softly. "They are here."

Katsura nodded at his bodyguard and turned. Himura was following Iizuka on the stone path through the garden. The boy had grown a bit taller, maybe half a hand? However, the largest change was in his expression. Gone was the innocent childlike wonder, the wide eyes and naive hopefulness.

The boy's gaze was sharp, his eyes alert, not allowing a hint of his thoughts to show. No, this was not a child before him. And that scar on his cheek, it somehow added to the effect. It was like he was looking at a dangerous, if somewhat short and delicately built man.

And to think, just a year ago people had constantly doubted the boy's skills with his sword – well, not anymore. Katsura paused, his heart sinking.

_This is what I have done._

No. Now was not the time for doubts. He needed to see if the boy was truly as far gone as Iizuka claimed, or if he'd come to a premature conclusion.

"It's been a while since we have been able to meet." Katsura started gently, keeping his voice light and welcoming. "Oh, someone was actually able to hurt you?"

The boy didn't even blink, merely murmuring in a bland tone, "It was due to my carelessness."

Katsura nodded and paused to consider. It wasn't that he doubted the claim. A year ago, Takasugi had said the boy was easily able to beat him in a duel. Considering the Kiheitai commander was one the best swordsman he had ever known, it wasn't likely that a rookie member in the posh Kyoto Mimawarigumi could have outmatched his assassin.

However, there was something worrying in that bland tone… and hadn't Iizuka said something about doubting the boy's resolve to keep fighting for the Ishin Shishi's goals? Katsura glanced subtly at Iizuka.

"Is something wrong?" the boy inquired softly.

_Yes, I need to see if he still thinks as he used to, _Katsura decided and smiled. "No, quite the contrary. I am attending a meeting tonight with Toshimaru and Miyabe. Important matters of clan policy will be discussed."

"You want me as your bodyguard?"

"No. I would like to join us as my adjunct." Katsura said evenly, looking at the boy seriously.

A year ago, the boy had only joined to fight for the good of the people, to selflessly help as many as he could. For him, rebelling against the Bakufu was not about gaining personal recognition, jockeying for a better position, nor had it anything to do with settling old grudges… no, it was all about the sincere wish to build a better world. Katsura had been impressed with the boy, then. No, not the boy – Kenshin.

Kenshin had shared his dream for the future and more importantly, he had been willing to put his skills and his heart on the line for that goal.

For a moment, even the silence became stifling as they waited for an answer. Then Iizuka couldn't handle it any longer, and prompted Kenshin, "Oh, good for you. What an honor!"

It was like those words broke the wall of emotionless coldness Kenshin had drawn up around himself, and just for a second his pale eyes flashed with _horror _at the notion.

And Katsura couldn't help but feel relieved.

He wasn't surprised when a moment later, Kenshin said softly, "I must decline."

"Hey! Your name could go down in history…" Iizuka still tried to derail him.

It was useless, Katsura now knew. Iizuka was wrong about their assassin. Kenshin's resolve hadn't weakened nor had his heart changed.

"It's easiest if Hitokiri keeps to the shadows as much as possible. I am not interested in history or honor. If we achieve a new age in which all can live in peace, that's enough. If there is nothing else, I will excuse myself." Kenshin murmured and left. Just like that, without a second thought or waiting for permission.

"Hey, come back here!" Katagai yelled, beyond offended at the breach in etiquette. "What an attitude! How dare he repay your kindness with that kind of response!"

Katsura couldn't help but scoff fondly. _Who cares about a little breach in manners? _

_No, that doesn't matter at all. _

Iizuka seemed to think different, musing out loud. "It's no good. Maybe he has killed too many, but lately he has been acting strange. I thought he would show some interest if we dangled bait right in front of his eyes."

"Bait?" Katagai frowned. "Wait – Katsura-sensei came all this way…"

"Call it whatever you want." Iizuka muttered, looking aside, deep in thought.

However, despite being wrong about Kenshin's resolve to fight for the cause, Iizuka had a point about his behavior. Back in Hagi, Kenshin had been so hesitant and polite, almost shy… this cool, almost brusque determination stuck out to Katsura's eye like a sore thumb.

"Iizuka's right. But I saw one thing here…" Katsura exhaled softly. "He may act strange, but his heart hasn't changed since I first met him. Maybe it's because he seemed so much younger then, that he is changed now, but his heart hasn't changed at all."

"That's good to hear." Katagai noted.

_But is it, truly? _Katsura frowned, not quite as sure. Because even if Kenshin's heart hadn't changed, something very clearly had. Thinking back on the brief meeting, he mused out loud, "It's because he hasn't changed that he is beginning to feel that terrible deterioration of being a hitokiri."

After all, no one could stay pure at heart and still kill like that.

No, one part of Kenshin would stay unchanged… but another would be a ruthless murderer.

* * *

><p>Lately, Kenshin had been leaning on Kenta more and more. No, if he was entirely honest with himself, he had needed it to slip to his side of the wall more often and for longer periods.<p>

It was easy. After all, the wall between them was getting quite low.

Part of him was terrified by it. He still needed Kenta, oh god, how much he needed it!

But at the same time, it wasn't Kenta's company, friendship, and comfort he wanted anymore… No, the horrible truth was that when it was on his side, Kenshin felt so wonderfully numb. He was faster and stronger with ki, and using the internal enhancement trick was so _easy. _And when its coldness spread over him, it was easier not to care who their targets were, to stay calm and concentrate on the task at hand.

Alone, he would hesitate, overthink matters… simply put, he would care _too much_.

But with Kenta on his side, he could just stop thinking and kill.

Kenshin hadn't even realized when he had started doing it. The jobs and months had just melded together into one neverending night. He wasn't even sure if he wanted the spirit to be on its side of the wall anymore. Maybe it was exactly like Kenta kept saying, that they were better together.

They didn't even talk much anymore.

_Maybe I should just rip away the last pieces of the wall and be done with it. _Kenshin mused, staring at the bottom of his sake cup. _After all, why wouldn't I?_

Sure, Kenta had been with him forever. He had always thought of the spirit as his dearest friend, the only one who was always on his side, something that no one could ever take away from him. But if he and the spirit were together, then they couldn't be separated again… and they were good together.

Together…

They could do every Hiten Mitsurugi technique. Even the damn _Doryuusen_ that had caused so much embarrassment for him. After all, it was just a matter of concentration and _power_.

Together, they had plenty of both.

And when they were together, killing didn't hurt so much.

_Maybe I need to stop drinking for the night. _Kenshin sighed moodily, all too aware how depressed he was feeling. Scowling, he tried to pour the last dregs of his sake bottle into his cup. Even as sloshed as he was, the heaviness of alcohol muting everything around him… still his sake tasted of blood.

Back in the mountain, Master had said that if one didn't like the taste of sake, it meant there was something wrong with the person.

Now, Kenshin could believe it.

Then, all of the sudden, Kenta nudged him.

_What?_

There were a pair of samurai walking towards him. No, not toward him, but to the table behind his? Kenshin blinked, turning to look.

_Oh…_

"Hey, woman!" the samurai grinned, "Have a drink with us!"

_What's a young woman like her doing here, drinking alone?_

"We are Aizu Ishin Shishi, we risk our lives day and night for common people like you! Drinking with us is the least you could do to thank us!" The other samurai announced, puffing his chest like he had something to be proud of.

_What an idiot!_ Kenshin scowled. _And to bother a woman like that? That's disgusting. A girl like her has no chance of defending herself! _

If there was one thing he had always hated, it was people abusing their power. So without pausing to think twice, Kenshin remarked, "Aizu is on the Bakufu's side, idiots."

The brutes turned around, slow like ogres. The taller samurai demanded loudly, gripping his sword, "What was that?"

_What a pair of morons._ Kenshin scoffed.

Instead of following his voice, they tried to assert their power over the crowd. The rest of the people in the bar were quiet, staring at the commotion warily – but none of them stepped in to interfere.

"That's what I thought. Stay out of this." The taller samurai said, letting his hand fall off his sword.

His comrade grinned smugly. "That was a close one for somebody."

Really, samurai like these were disgusting examples of the filth flooding the town. Kenshin frowned in thought, glancing at the girl. If he left it at this, they would go on bothering her, and no one here seemed willing to stand against those two blundering fools.

Why? Were they truly so frightening to the ordinary townsfolk? Even with swords at their waist, these countryside samurai weren't worth much.

Yet, the fact stood. If not for him, that girl would be in trouble.

Well, it wasn't like he wanted to order another bottle of sake… and those two idiots needed to be taken down a peg or two. Kenta was all but squirming on its side of the wall, eager to get to it.

Kenshin smiled grimly, allowing it to slip through and said softly, "It certainly was a close call. If you had drawn your sword, you would have been fighting me."

"What!"

And it was only then that those brutes noticed him. The bigger and louder of the pair reached for his sword, obviously going for a rather pathetic version of quick draw—

Directing his ki to his hand, Kenshin stopped the draw with his palm before more than a handspan of the sword left its scabbard.

It should have been an impossible move for a man his size to perform. No, it was a move most fighters wouldn't even dream of attempting, period. But for Himura Battousai, with Kenta's enthusiastic help… it was as simple as breathing.

Kenshin remarked softly to the stunned samurai, "Let me give you some advice. The violence is only going to get worse. Kyoto is no place for hypocrites. If you value your lives, you should run back to the countryside."

The tall samurai whose sword he was holding stared at him, his eyes wide as saucers. Mutely, he tried to budge his sword, only to see it wasn't working. Kenshin stared at him calmly, pressing his hand forward, pushing the man's sword back into its scabbard.

Behind them, the patrons of the bar seemed to realize the blundering idiots were no threat after all.

"Go home you frauds!" someone even dared to shout. The rest of the crowd agreed, voicing their displeasure, and seeing how unfavorable the situation had become, the brutes ran out of the bar with their tails between their legs.

It was an amusing thing for Kenshin to witness.

After all, people often fell silent and tried not to be noticed when they were afraid, as if being quiet would stop violence from reaching them. Yet, when someone strong stepped up, even the weak would gather their courage and stand up for what was right. It was why the Ishin Shishi and even he fought, when all was said and done.

Nodding his apology to the owner, Kenshin also took his leave.

Still, he couldn't help but moodily reflect back on the chain of events. Before, guys like that wouldn't ever have gotten under his skin… and he wouldn't have dared to step in with a stunt like that, not without a clear objective. But these days, it was getting easier and easier to get into fights.

Perhaps it had something to do with how much Kenta liked fighting? Or was he just beginning to let its eagerness get to him?

It was raining outside again. The weather had been miserable the whole day, but at least it was consistent. He had taken an umbrella from the inn just for this reason, actually.

Now it was almost peaceful, the rain having driven most people inside. Kenshin was in no hurry. He had drunk enough sake to be a bit dizzy. Maybe he shouldn't have drunk so much, but then again it had eased the worst of his restlessness and allowed him to forget the eyes, the screams, the blood… even if just for a little while.

He was deep in thought, deep enough that he didn't pay attention to the ki presence flaring just ahead of him. Only Kenta's warning shove against the wall allowed him to dodge the blade thrown at him.

The blade sliced through his umbrella, cutting the wax paper with ease.

_Dammit!_

And instantly, Kenshin focused, letting the spirit flow to his side of the wall. The world slowed down, and finally he saw a man ahead of him, armed and dressed in all black, a mask covering his face. His weapon was strange, two swords connected by a long chain… allowing him to throw them and pull them back at will.

There was no doubt about it, this man was a professional killer.

_…Just like I am. _

_No, focus!_

_He is here to kill, but why me? Who knows enough to send anyone like him after me? _

_The Bakufu?_

Kenshin gripped the handle of his sword and settled into a stance, waiting. His balance felt off, the dizziness of booze clouding everything just a shade...

The assassin growled with impatience and threw his sword again.

Kenshin deflected it, but instead of pulling it back like he expected, the assassin let it hit the ground.

_What? But why would he…_

And then the chain rose, snapping tight around him. The assassin had jumped to the wall and was pulling it tight with all his strength. The chain pinned his arms against his body with bruising force, leaving him helpless. Kenshin gasped – but already the Assassin was jumping down, his sword poised to strike right at his chest.

_Oh fuck._

But Kenta's coldness was all his, he couldn't lose. Not even against dishonorable tactics like these. Kenshin glanced down at his feet, and managed to grab the handle of the assassin's blade from the ground and channeled his ki to his legs and—

"Aaaaaaaah!"

The blade he had taken cut through the assassin's shoulder… and cut and cut and cut until the man dropped down in two halves.

Then, another ki flared behind him.

It was cold, collected, unusually defined… and so cool and suppressed that it was almost _familiar_.

_I know this presence, don't I?_

Kenshin turned to look, almost expecting to see something…

_…White._

A soft gasp cut through the silence like thunder. Kenshin blinked dazedly. It was the girl from the bar.

She was standing in the middle of the guts and miscellaneous gunk from the corpse that was splattered all over the ground, the blood spreading further in the rain. It was everywhere, staining the girl's umbrella, her white kimono…

Then the realization struck him.

Here he was, in the middle of the street with a sword in his hand and a bifurcated body at his feet, and worse, she was looking right at him. There was no doubt that she'd seen too much.

_…I can't let anyone see me kill. Katsura-san was always clear about that._

There was no question about it. If he let this girl go, she would know he was a killer. And the corpse at their feet had been killed in a manner only Hitokiri Battousai could do... If she said anything about it to anyone, soon the Bakufu would know what their most hunted hitokiri looked like.

_I can't risk it._

Kenshin tightened his hold on the sword.

_I have to kill her._

"I followed you because I wanted to say thank you," a melodic and calm voice remarked slowly.

Thrown utterly off-balance by her voice, yet again, Kenshin glanced up only to see her walking closer. Ten paces, then five, then three… then she was standing just in front of him and Kenshin couldn't do anything but stare.

_She's so tall… and why isn't she screaming? Why isn't she running away?_

Her ki felt so familiar, cold and collected in a manner that just screamed home and safety. And even the night's darkness couldn't hide her beauty. She had the look of a real lady, a woman every man would speak wistfully about.

Even drenched in blood, she wasn't screaming.

Instead, she mused out loud, "They always say at tragic scenes, ''a rain of blood falls,' but you really made it... rain blood."

_A poem…? _Kenshin gaped in disbelief.

The girl was as pale as a ghost among the blood and rain, dressed in that white kimono, a purple shawl loose around her shoulders. Her eyes were large, dark like the night sky, and he felt like he could easily forget himself in them…

Her eyes closed, and she began to fall.

It was instinct, nothing more, that made Kenshin drop the assassin's sword and catch her before she hit the ground.

_She fainted?_

_Errr, well, it's a natural reaction to seeing all this blood. After all, don't girls always faint when they see blood?_

Kenshin blinked awkwardly, staring at the girl in his arms.

_Ugh, what should I do with her?_

He couldn't exactly leave her here. It was very late at night, who knew what would happen to a girl left alone? And what about the mess she had seen? She was a witness to things the Bakufu would kill to find out!

And what should he do with the corpse? This street was right in the middle of town. The policing forces would raise hell about a murder scene like this! But it wasn't like he could clean this up alone, either…

Sure, he had seen the examiners cleaning up his assassinations when they simply needed people to disappear… but it was always hard work and took time, something he definitely didn't have right now.

Besides, he had an unconscious girl in his arms. A damn heavy girl at that. Kenshin grunted, adjusting his hold on the girl – drawing her arm over his shoulder and scooping up her legs.

_Dammit! _

_It isn't like I have a choice here!_

The living were more important than the dead, and what did one dead body matter in the bloodbath that was Kyoto these days?

Unfortunately he knew only one place where he could actually take the girl…

_Well, Okami-san likes me. Hopefully enough to help me with this…_ _or maybe I could try to smuggle her inside without anyone seeing me?_ Kenshin frowned in thought, adjusting his hold on the girl yet again, trying to get her head to lean against his shoulder.

_…She has a really nice perfume. A scent of white plums._

_No, focus!_

One problem at a time. Kenshin gasped for breath, changing his hold yet again. Already his arms were straining against her weight. Well, no wonder – no matter how beautiful, she was both taller and heavier than him. How the hell could he carry her all the way to the inn?

It took some doing, some cheating with Kenta's help and a lot of changes in carrying position, before he finally managed to drag her back to the inn. However, at the end of the exercise Kenshin was sweating like a pig and his arms and legs shook like grass in the wind from the effort.

How had the girl managed to stay unconscious through all of it? Weren't fainting spells supposed to be brief?

In any case, it was very late, almost near dawn. Getting her to the second floor of the inn unnoticed wouldn't be simple. He couldn't go up the stairs. After all, huffing for breath like this, struggling to carry her… he would surely wake up everyone and what would people say if they saw her?

Nothing good, for him or for her.

No, he had to be sneaky about this. What if he concentrated enough ki and jumped just right, could he get enough altitude to reach the first floor's awning? From there it would be easy to get to his window…

However, before he had a chance to try it, Okami-san's ki presence came down the stairs.

_Uh oh, she is still up? Errr, time for the Plan B. _

Kenshin slipped inside the back door and drew a tentative smile to his lips.

"...I'm back." He called out loud, keeping his voice soft so as not to startle the kindly old lady. She would give him hell is he scared her, and besides, he would need her help for this.

"Oh, Himura-kun. You are home late tonight." Okami-san greeted him calmly, before her eyes fell to the girl in his arms. Both of her brows shot up in surprise. "Himura-kun, what are you doing?"

"Errr…" Kenshin cringed, all too aware how bad it looked. He lowered the girl to the floor, and straightened, trying desperately to come up with an explanation. "Um… ah, there was a fight, and she fainted and…"

The old innkeeper frowned, but walked closer to take a good look at the girl.

Kenshin all but sighed in relief; finally things were looking up! At the very least, Okami-san would know what was wrong with the girl. Hopefully. If not, then she would have some idea what to do now. She always did… and he really didn't.

Looking aside, Kenshin rubbed his aching arms. It felt like every bit of him was hurting.

Finally Okami-san glanced at him and asked, "Are you sure you didn't just get her drunk?"

_What? What for? _

Kenshin gaped, before realization struck. "No!"

"This is not a teahouse, but just this once…" The old lady snorted indelicately, before shaking her head. "I will get her some warm water and a change of clothes."

It was like all his blood was concentrated in his face, he was so mortified! However, despite the admonishment, he had gotten what he had wanted… kind of.

Kenshin sighed and heaved the girl up once more.

* * *

><p>It had been a struggle and half to get the girl to his room quietly, but when it was done, he had left Okami-san in charge of the girl and headed out to the backyard for a quick bath. After all, he too had been drenched in blood and sweat. A disgusting combination, truly.<p>

When he got back, Okami-san had gotten the girl changed into fresh clothes and set her to sleep on his futon. But, but… why _his bed_?

Why couldn't she had gotten her own bed?

Not that he had ever used the thing, but it was the principle of it! Kenshin had hissed his protests at Okami-san, hoping against hope that the old lady would come to her senses and arrange another room for the girl.

However, Okami-san had told him that this was an inn, not a charity… and there was absolutely no room for her anywhere else. And because _he_ had dragged the poor girl home, it was his duty as a gentleman to share his room.

Kenshin was left staring after her, completely at a loss for words.

How was he supposed to get any sleep with someone _in_ his room? He barely managed to sleep as it was! With so many people always around him, all their unwitting noises… he could never relax enough. Not even here, in the inn with people he had been boarding with for the better part of a year.

And now, all of the sudden, he was expected to share his room with a complete stranger?

But still, if it was just for tonight… maybe, just for one night he could stand it.

After all, he was so tired. The night had truly been a long one, with him dragging the girl's dead weight around the town… Kenshin settled against his stack of books, and clutching his katana against his shoulder like he was used to, he turned to look at the sleeping girl.

She was really pretty. Her pale skin looked really soft and her long, silky black hair fell around her pretty face.

_…Yes, really beautiful._

Kenshin sighed and looked away morosely. He had been noticing girls for a while now, but they had always seemed so unapproachable. Besides, it wasn't like any of them would notice him in turn. At least, not in any way that could be called favorable. He was ugly and weird, he had always known it, and on top of that, he was a killer now.

It wasn't like anyone could ever like a killer.

Maybe Hiten Mitsurugi and killing had been the reason why Master and Osumi-san hadn't gotten married back then? He had been just a child, but even he had noticed how much they had liked each other.

_…But if that's true, then there's no chance of any girl ever liking me, is there? _

Letting his head fall against the stack of books, Kenshin closed his eyes. After all, all these men who had even a suspicion about who he was… These good, strong Choshuu samurai were all deadly afraid of him and couldn't understand that it was for the cause, for the people, for the new era.

If they couldn't understand it, how could he hope for a mere girl to be any different?

* * *

><p><em>Betaread by Animaniacal-laughter in 26.2.2016<em>


	21. She

**Chapter 20. She**

The next morning Kenshin woke up to a terrible headache. It was the kind of annoying throbbing that could only come from a hangover. Thankfully though, his stomach felt fairly steady for once. He sighed in private relief, tiredly rubbing his face.

It was already late morning.

The sun was high in the sky, the birds were singing… but his futon was folded up in the corner in an entirely different manner than it had been.

_What? How? Who would have..?_

His eyes widened in panic as his memories aligned.

_The girl!_

_Where is she? Could she have already left? What if she'd told someone about last night?_ It wouldn't matter who, the Bakufu had spies everywhere. Oh god, what if she had told? It wasn't only Battousai's identity that would be in danger, but everyone at the inn. This was the Choshuu Ishin Shishi safehouse!

_Oh god, oh god…._

Kenshin closed his eyes and tried to keep breathing, tried to focus past the terror. There had to be some other explanation. Something, anything that would have caused the girl to just flat out leave after waking up in a strange place…

In the distance, ki presences moved, the tiny flickers he had come to know like the back of his hand. There was Okami-san, there were her serving girls preparing food, the men gathered in the common room for lunch… and among them, a cold, collected, almost suppressed presence that felt like _home_.

_…It's her? _

Kenshin blinked in disbelief, thoroughly unsettled by the sense of familiarity. True, most ki presences resembled each other at least in some way, but to think that a mere girl's spirit could remind him of…

_No, focus!_

_She is still here, downstairs. But she is moving towards me? _

_What?_

Feeling utterly unbalanced, Kenshin staggered to his feet and slipped his sword through his sash. He barely managed to make it down the stairs when he saw her, carrying lunch trays.

"Um…" Kenshin started awkwardly. "Are you feeling better?"

She waited politely for him to finish speaking, before nodding slightly and saying, "I'm sorry. I was drunk last night."

An awkward silence fell between them.

Then, before he could think of anything to say, she tilted her head and asked calmly, "My name? Tomoe. Yukishiro Tomoe."

_Oh, okay… _Nice as it was to finally have her name, it didn't serve to clarify the situation at all. Kenshin cleared his throat and asked, "Err, Tomoe… what are you doing?"

She raised an eyebrow. "Can't you tell?"

"Helping out?"

"So you did know."

Her voice was nonplussed and she was looking at him like _he_ was the weird and unreasonable one here. Kenshin bit his lip, trying not to say anything rude. However, he needed some answers and he needed them right now. "I need to talk to you."

That should do it, shouldn't it? Surely she would stop the weird game she was playing and come with him so that he could try to solve this mess in private…

She looked him in the eye, calm as she pleased, and said, "I'm busy. Ask me later."

_What the… what? _

Kenshin gaped as she walked away, utterly and thoroughly baffled.

She… she had seen him kill people. She had been showered in blood and passed out, then woken up in a strange place and now she, she, she… was saying she was _busy_ carrying trays?

_Just what?!_

But then again, wasn't it a good thing that she wasn't panicking or trying to run away? At least now he had time to figure out some solution to this headache – preferably after the worst of his hangover had passed. Kenshin covered his face with his hands and groaned.

_Oh gods, what a mess!_

Still, there was one person who would know why Tomoe was acting like a maid. Kenshin nodded determinedly, squared his shoulders, and headed to the kitchens.

Usually men weren't allowed in the employee side of the building, but Kenshin's job had him coming and going at odd hours and sleeping whenever he got the chance. Thus, Okami-san had invited him to come to the kitchens whenever he felt hungry, instead of waiting for mealtimes.

Like he had thought, Okami-san was helping two serving girls clean the dishes. Trying to keep his voice soft and not too accusing, Kenshin asked, "The girl from last night… why is she helping out?"

The old innkeeper didn't turn to look at him. Instead, she continued to dry the dishes. "She didn't have a place to go, so I offered her work."

_Oh, but that means… _

"Are you going to hire her?"

"Do you have to ask?" Okami-san glanced at him, raising her brow. "You are the one who begged me to make a place for her."

_Yes, but, but... _Kenshin gaped, "That was last night! It was an emergency."

This wasn't what he had wanted! This was not a good place for that girl – errr, for Tomoe to stay! All the residents were Choshuu Samurai and Katsura-san visited the inn every now and then and, and, and… it just wasn't safe! They didn't know anything about her!

And where was she going to stay? Hadn't Okami-san told him last night that there was no room for…_ No, no, no. Nope. That can't be. _

Okami-san scoffed at him. "I appreciate that you Choshuu men are such good customers to my inn, but you keep us busy and we are extremely shorthanded. Do you know how much you all eat? I have been watching her and she is a very good worker so far. Everyone has things in their past they want to hide. There is no reason for me to put her out."

_Oh, well, that makes sense. In a way…_ Kenshin paused awkwardly. He was starting to feel he was making a fool of himself. Okami-san was looking at him with amusement, just waiting for another stream of protest that she could shoot down. The serving girls didn't even bother to hide their staring, either.

Kenshin sighed. _I just can't win, can I?_

His stomach rumbled quietly, alerting him to the fact that he hadn't eaten since yesterday evening. The serving girls tittered at the sound, and he looked aside, heat rising on his cheeks.

_Fine, I can think about this Tomoe dilemma more – after some food._

And given the state of the kitchen, most of the men had to have already eaten. They never stayed too long after lunch, preferring to head out to the town.

_Maybe I can eat in peace for once…_

However, the second he stepped into the dining room he realized how silly that hope was. The room was crowded, all the men lingering there to gawk at the pretty girl serving them tea – Tomoe.

Kenshin felt like screaming in sheer frustration at the sight. However, he couldn't exactly turn back now, not without setting off even more of the men's unsolicited rumor mongering… so he got his tray and sat down at his place. Like always, the men made room for him like he was a leper.

The food was unappetizing; the miso and rice, the steamed vegetables and grilled fish all tasted like blood. However, for once _he_ wasn't the object of the men's curiosity. No, no one seemed to pay him any attention at all, not when there was Tomoe to stare at.

Not that he could blame them, exactly. She was strange – beautiful and elegant, serving tea with perfect manners, holding herself with the poise of a girl born to a good name. She was polite, answering the men's eager questions whenever it seemed fitting, but not once did she smile.

Kenshin frowned, staring at her just out of the corner of his eye. _A girl like her, how could she have no place to go? _

_Why is she still here?_

The men didn't seem to mind her presence at all. They kept admiring her, some of them even going so far as to voice their thoughts. But Tomoe, instead of getting offended at the brusque comments like most women would have… didn't say a thing. No, she looked them in the eye and asked if they wanted more tea, like nothing could phase her.

Come to think of it, she hadn't screamed or panicked last night, either. Not even when she had been splattered with blood and witnessed him murder a man. Who was this girl – this Tomoe?

"Hey."

_Huh…? _Kenshin blinked, turning to see who had sat down next to him. It was Iizuka-san. Well, it really couldn't have been anyone else, but why was his closest superior here? Iizuka-san usually didn't spend all that much time at the inn…

But if there was anyone who would know what to do about Tomoe, it would be Iizuka-san. The older man was higher up the ladder, and was responsible for managing his jobs. Surely, he had some idea what to do about a girl who had seen too much?

However, this wasn't the place to discuss sensitive matters. And yesterday's fiasco was a sensitive matter like no other. Someone had ordered a professional assassination attempt on him and that meant that Hitokiri Battousai's identity might already be out.

Kenshin's heart sank, and he gripped his chopsticks tighter. No, this was something he needed to discuss with Katsura-san directly.

"Can you set up a meeting with Katsura-san? I need to discuss last night with him."

"It's already done. He will be here this afternoon." Iizuka-san agreed, before glancing at Tomoe. "I hear you brought her home with you last night. Where did you find a desirable woman like that? I bet she has some stories to tell…"

_Desirable? Stories to tell..?_

Kenshin inhaled sharply. This was exactly why he hadn't wanted anyone to find out about her!

Iizuka-san smiled slyly, his eyes harboring a knowing look and he boldly nabbed a cherry from Kenshin's tray, as only a close friend would have dared. The assumption made Kenshin's stomach lurch.

He hadn't managed to eat even half of his breakfast, but already it was becoming unbearable, staying here with all these people.

It didn't help that Iizuka's humor rubbed him the wrong way. Which, of course, was the point – or so he had gathered. The examiner enjoyed needling him, trying to get a rise out of him, and the topic that seemed get under his skin the most was…. well, girls. Likely that was the reason Iizuka-san kept inviting him to visit brothels with him and the other men, too. However, even if he was missing out on a good thing, Kenshin just didn't want to go. The very thought of touching a stranger like that…

"So... how did she taste?"

_Gods, how can they think I could... _Iizuka-san was bad enough, but hadn't Okami-san also assumed so? And if those two could think such a dirty thing, didn't that mean everyone else could do so too?

Kenshin glanced about the room, and all around him, people were _snickering_.

"The landlady told me." Iizuka-san leered, his gaze locked on Tomoe. "You had her in your room last night, didn't you… Himura?"

_That's it. I can't stay here and listen to this. _Kenshin scowled, grabbing his sword and hitting the floor with the end of his scabbard as he rose. The strong thud echoed through the hall, cutting of the chatter as everyone turned to stare at them.

_Oops…_ Kenshin cringed. He hadn't meant to cause a scene, he just hadn't wanted to hear one more word of Iizuka's bad jokes... not right now. Preferably, not ever.

Feeling guilty, he turned to leave.

"Hey, don't scare me like that! You made me swallow the plum pit." Iizuka-san yelled after him.

It only made Kenshin feel worse.

Kenta, though, was nudging at him happily. It loved outrageous displays like that, loved watching people's faces as fear overtook their knowing looks.

To be perfectly honest, lately Kenshin's temper had been developing a bit of a dark streak. It was like, things were getting under his skin more easily, even when he knew it was unnecessary. Not long ago he would have been able to ignore the rumors and stares entirely. Or at least pretend he hadn't heard things, like those Aizu idiots blundering and Iizuka-san's bad jokes. But it was just… sometimes he got so angry at the slightest provocation.

Kenta enjoyed it. Whenever Kenshin's temper flared, it would flow to his side, without waiting for him to ask or prompt it. It just happened.

Kenshin wasn't sure if it was a good thing or bad. It was different to how he had always tried to behave, but then again, didn't everyone get angry sometimes? And compared to Master's nearly legendary temper, these little outburst were very mild indeed.

* * *

><p>The girl was certainly beautiful. The way she carried those trays, how she held herself, her expression utterly calm like still water on a pond, it all pointed to refinement. For a homeless girl on the run, it was very unusual.<p>

Katsura frowned in thought. At sunrise a report had come from Iizuka, telling him that Kenshin had gotten into a fight and had returned to the Choshuu safehouse with a girl passed out from heavy drinking. It went without saying that a girl of honest name and reputation would never commit such an act, not if she had something to lose.

Iizuka had immediately seen this as an opportunity to get someone closer to Kenshin and had convinced Okami-san to arrange a permanent stay for the girl. It wasn't a bad idea, per se. They were all worried about Kenshin's state of mind, how very cold and closed off he had become. If they could push Kenshin to create a connection to someone, to talk about things and have a little life outside the job… it could be very good. An inexpensive way to help the boy handle the stress.

Well, as long as this scheme wouldn't compromise the safety of the inn or Kenshin's identity as Choshuu Ishin Shishi's assassin. Iizuka was of a similar mind and had already stationed a few Choshuu men to keep watch and follow the girl if she chose to leave the inn. It would be a simple matter to silence her should she try to contact anyone.

Besides, Katsura couldn't help but notice how Kenshin's eyes followed the girl as they passed her on the way to the backyard garden. So there _was_ an honest interest...

If the girl truly was as she seemed, if she didn't overreach or try to contact anyone… yes, this could be a very good thing indeed.

"Iizuka, to be safe, check her background." Katsura murmured and waved his hand to dismiss the examiner.

"Yes sir." Iizuka nodded, bowed slightly, and left.

That simple matter dealt with, Katsura turned to Kenshin, noting how he looked aside, a faint blush rising on his cheeks. Obviously the boy knew he had overstepped his boundaries. Good. Now, as for the far more damning part of last night's incident…

Katagai knew how he preferred to question people and didn't need an invitation to broach the subject, "Himura, we didn't come here to talk about the girl. You killed a man last night."

Too chastised to speak, Kenshin nodded.

Katsura sighed and kept his voice gentle, prompting the boy, "Who do you think he was? Your opinion."

"An assassin sent by the Bakufu."

_Hmm, that is disturbing. _Katsura frowned. "Shinsengumi?"

"No. I have never seen a killer like him," Kenshin said softly. "Not a samurai, but rather a professional assassin."

Katsura didn't doubt the claim; Kenshin had very good eye when it came to swordsmanship. No, the worrying thing about this was that the Choshuu spies sent to investigate the incident hadn't found _anything_. Kenshin had said he had cut a man in half in the middle of the street… yet, no one had seen or heard it. It had been cleaned up before the policing forces had a chance to stumble across it.

The obvious conclusion was that they had finally slipped up somewhere and Kenshin's identity had been found out. However, who knew it? How far had the information spread? Could it still be contained?

"Only a select few men in our clan know of your existence…" Katagai hesitated. "I can't see how anyone could have sent an assassin after you."

Kenshin narrowed his eyes. "Information _has_ to have leaked out of Choshuu… I think there might be a traitor among us."

Katagai grimaced at the suggestion.

However, Kenshin didn't falter. Instead, he turned to look directly at Katsura, not hesitating to voice such doubts.

Choshuu had come a long way in the past year, and it was in large part thanks to the men in Kyoto. Katsura had handpicked them all and only a selected few knew enough to piece together the clues of Hitokiri Battousai's identity. Not a single one of those men had a reason to abandon the cause. They were all men of conviction, loyal and hardened by years of personal work for him.

To suspect there were traitors among them… It was too hasty a conclusion, especially when it could be something else. Perhaps a slip up of some sort? In any case, the matter needed his utmost attention. Katsura inclined his head, "It's a possibility. However, there is one more thing. Furutaka was supposed to be at the meeting last night at the Gion festival, but he was captured by Shinsengumi yesterday."

Come to think of it, hadn't Furutaka been transferred to another safe-house because he had stirred rumors? The man shouldn't have known about Hitokiri Battousai, it had been before that name had gained fame… but he had seen Kenshin working, hadn't he?

Damn, that could explain the leak… though the timing was a bit too tight to be realistic. Yet, even that was far more likely than suspecting a traitor in their ranks. However, he couldn't dismiss any possibility, not yet. Not before he determined the truth and contained the leak.

"So, will you take a bodyguard to the meeting?"

Katsura raised his brow at the suggestion. Kenshin disliked the spotlight, but now he was volunteering? It wasn't a bad idea. Especially now that the situation was getting dangerous. After all, Hitokiri Battousai was only a killer used to spread fear. What the Bakufu truly wanted was the head of the snake – himself.

However, Miyabe, another Ishin Shishi leader, had been among the few he had needed to keep in the loop about the assassinations. The old codger wouldn't react well if he took Kenshin with him. Especially now that they had quarreled over Miyabe's insane plan to burn down Kyoto.

"No, I will be alright. But I want you to be careful. This leak is a critical matter and I will see to it personally. For now, focus on the Shinsengumi."

"Yes sir." Kenshin nodded softly, bowed and left.

Katsura sighed, feeling a heavy weight press down on his shoulders. Traitors, captured men… insane radical idiots like Miyabe, who couldn't see further than their own noses...

The situation was getting very bad indeed.

* * *

><p>While Katsura-san had seemed to take last night's disaster in stride, Kenshin couldn't help worrying. The last thing he wanted was to cause trouble for the Ishin Shishi.<p>

However, the fact stood: an assassin had been waiting for him and had tried to kill him. That would have never happened if the Bakufu hadn't found out the truth about Hitokiri Battousai. After all, outside the job, he hadn't done anything to catch the Bakufu's attention. He had never spoken out of turn, never let anyone see him covered in blood, never let anything slip.

So, the only way for them to know his identity was from a traitor.

And if his identity, one of the most guarded secrets among the Choshuu Ishin Shishi, had been leaked, then what else could they have found out?

Could they have found out about Katsura-san?

Thus far, Katsura-san had avoided their attention by pretending to be a simple middle man, a messenger carrying important information from one politician to another, that he was just another wealthy samurai with good family connections. If the Bakufu found out his real importance… it would be a crushing blow to the Choshuu Ishin Shishi. Especially as Katsura-san seemed to be the only one keeping the more short-tempered radical groups in line. Or at least, that was what Kenshin had gathered from Iizuka-san's idle gossip.

The ugly fact was that among the Ishin Shishi, Katsura-san was only leader he truly wanted to stand behind. They shared the same vision for the future, for the new era… if not for Katsura-san, Kenshin didn't know if he could continue fighting. It wasn't like much had been achieved this year, not even with over a hundred assassinations staining his hands.

And now, the situation was getting dangerous.

Traitors among their ranks, Shinsengumi capturing their men and even the Mimawarigumi chasing them like bloodhounds... No, it seemed like _every_ faction fighting under the Bakufu's flag was hunting the rebels.

And now, in the middle of this… Tomoe had decided to stay.

Iizuka-san and Katsura-san hadn't seemed too concerned about her. They had just wanted to check her background, to make sure that she was a normal, innocent girl caught in this mess, not a spy.

But if the Bakufu had found out about Hitokiri Battousai, then what would stop the traitor from telling about the inn too? What if they sent their men to attack the inn?

What then?

The men here knew what was at stake. But she, she… why did she have to stay? Was it because what she had seen?

But hadn't Katsura-san said Furutaka had been captured yesterday? Even if there was no traitor, couldn't the Bakufu find out these things just by questioning him? Kenshin's breath caught in realization.

_Oh… so that's why no one cares about her._

After all, what did one girl matter now that the Bakufu could get the same information from multiple sources? The Ishin Shishi had no reason to keep her here, had they? Actually, it was worse than that – Tomoe was in great danger just by being here.

_I brought her here._

Kenshin swallowed in half-veiled panic, guilt twisting his stomach. He couldn't have any woman dying because of him. Not again, not like Kasumi had died…

_No… I need to get her away. _

* * *

><p>As it turned out, getting Tomoe to leave was a lot easier said than done. He had pulled her aside to his room and tried to reason with her. He had told her she was in danger if she stayed. He had explained that it really wasn't good for her to stay in an inn with all these men, that surely she must know what it would do to her reputation! He had even gone so far as to say directly that her family wouldn't approve of her staying.<p>

Not a single thing he said made a difference!

She always rebuked his words, calm as she pleased. She said she was glad for the chance to work at the inn, that Okami-san was a nice and understanding employer, and that she didn't have a family to go back to. And the worst thing?

When he finally lost his temper and rudely stated, "I don't know what your situation is, but we are in no state to look after you," then _she_ had the gall to ask:

"So then, will you finish me off? Like you killed the samurai in black?"

The nerve! Didn't she care about her own safety at all? And the assumption that he would kill her? Like he could kill _anyone_ in cold blood!

_I might be an assassin, but I am not a damn cold-blooded murderer!_

It shouldn't have mattered what people thought about him anymore. Kenshin had heard it all and he knew all too well that normal people couldn't understand why what he did was necessary. But somehow, the implication that he could kill a _woman,_ an innocent like Kasumi, just like that…

It hurt.

So Kenshin tried to explain it to her. "You can think whatever you want, but I am only doing this to bring about a new age where everyone can live in peace. I don't kill indiscriminately, only armed members of Bakufu who oppose us…. Naturally civilians might oppose us as well, but I would never strike an unarmed man."

It sounded reasonable to his ears. Surely, now she understood?

She looked at him thoughtfully for a moment, her face still as a mask, her ki collected, cold and almost suppressed... then she finally said, "So bad people carry swords, and good people don't? What if I had been carrying a sword last night, would you have…?"

_What? No! But, but…_ Kenshin's eyes widened in shock. "That's…"

"When you have an answer, please let me know." She nodded to him dispassionately and turned to leave.

_What the hell…._

"Wait a minute! You are just going to walk out?"

She did.

Kenshin stared after her, completely speechless. Why had she done that? Why did nothing she did ever make any sense? Why couldn't she just listen to him or even _try_ to understand!

_I'm not like that!_

_I'm not. _

_It isn't like that._

His head was starting to ache, and Kenshin rubbed his brow in vain, trying to relieve the pain. Kenta nudged at him comfortingly. But her words kept ringing through his mind in an endless loop. _Why would she think that I could have killed her?_

Kenshin's eyes shot open and he stilled, remembering back to that night, to the exact moment he had realized what she had seen…

_Oh…_

_Maybe… she might have a point. _

"Damn it! Am I going crazy or… are things finally starting to make sense?"

* * *

><p>That night, Kenshin was almost relieved to have work. If for no other reason than to escape from Tomoe, because as he had feared… she still shared his room.<p>

Not only were there his sleeping issues and her earlier comments, but she was a _girl_.

Sure, Kenshin had lived in small rooms with no walls to separate the space before, with Master and briefly with Osumi-san, too. And even before then, when he had still his family. After all, the poor didn't have walls to divide their small houses just for modesty. No, in those conditions, it was almost expected to see people change clothes and bathe and what not, so people learned to ignore such things. But, it was different now.

It truly was!

Because Tomoe… well, she was a girl. A girl that was a bit older than him and she was so tall, so elegant and beautiful. And he was expected to relax with her around all the time?

It wasn't possible!

And what if she _stared_? What if she found it awkward too? She was clearly from a better class and upbringing than him. She had a last name, a real last name… not something that had been made up.

What if she didn't know how to ignore people like he did?

What if he said something embarrassing in his sleep? That is, if he could sleep at all? When Kenshin had been a child, Master had complained that he cried out during his nightmares.

Or what if he did something really stupid and childish without intending to? What if she saw it? Like him playing with Kasumi's top… She would laugh for sure! What if she went and told that to someone else? Like one of those tittering serving girls?

This was a disaster!

But what could he do about it? Okami-san had already said there was no room for her anywhere else, and as it was him who had brought her here in the first place, he should just share his room like a gentleman.

_Ugh… maybe I should have left her on the street._

Not that he would have, ever. He wasn't like that… but still.

Needless to say, Kenshin felt nervous when he got back to the inn that night. The job had taken longer than he had anticipated, but if there was a mixed blessing in being forced to follow the targets to edge of town, it was the fact that Tomoe had to be asleep already. So, now he could just wash his hands, calm down a bit, and then sneak to his corner to sleep…

It was a good plan, but somehow… no matter how hard he scrubbed in the darkness of the bathhouse, the blood wouldn't leave his hands.

Kenta slipped to its side of the wall sometime later, but when it went… the unrest and disgusting feeling the killing brought came back with ferocity. The smell of blood was strong enough to choke him, and his hands… his hands were completely covered in blood.

Kenshin continued scrubbing, trying desperately to keep breathing, in and out, in and out. But gods, it felt so bad. He didn't want this, he had never wanted this.

Forcing himself to keep going, he scrubbed and scrubbed, drawing clean water from the well whenever the last bucked felt too stained… He didn't know how long he had been at it, but finally he didn't see the blood anymore. His hands were all wrinkled and soft, his callouses on the verge of peeling off. It wasn't good. If Master had seen it, he would have scolded him. After all, callouses protected the hands and ensured a good sword grip.

Yet, he didn't know any other way to achieve this numbness. This exhausted feeling, where he felt almost calm enough to catch a nap in his corner.

Kenshin sighed. He truly needed to figure out a better way to numb these feelings. Maybe he should break down the wall, so he could have Kenta with him all the time, not just during the kill and for a short time after…

The inn was very quiet. Everybody had gone to sleep a long time ago. The flickers of the presences in the sea of ki were so small, like fireflies floating all around him. This truly was the best time to be in the inn. He knew that he wasn't alone, but no one could stare or whisper about him, no one could avoid him in fear or distaste. No, right now… he could just be.

Keeping his steps light, Kenshin sneaked up the creaky wooden stairs to the second floor. When he had been a kid, it had been a fun game to walk without a sound and try to ambush Master. Not that he had ever managed it, not really. Only when he had finally learned to mask his ki presence had he stood a real chance, but somehow Master had always seemed to know where he was.

These Choshuu samurai residing in the inn would never even see him coming. They were so oblivious, so noisy… always so sure of themselves.

_Perhaps it's good they fear me._

Kenshin sighed moodily, before holding his breath and ghosting the last few paces to his corner room's sliding door, then gently pushing it open.

_What?_

Tomoe was awake, writing quietly by candlelight.

_Why? Doesn't she have to work early in the morning?_

Kenshin didn't know how long he stared at her from the doorway, almost mesmerized by her meticulous movements as she wrote… But then, maybe from some unwitting noise he had made, or just her being careful, she turned to look over her shoulder right at him.

Her eyes widened in surprise, just a little. Then, after a short pause, she said softly, "Please, come in."

Her voice made all the little hairs at the back of his neck stand up, and Kenshin swallowed, more than slightly alarmed. Why? It wasn't like she was any threat to him!

Slowly, he stepped inside, closing the door behind him. He silently made his way to his corner, to the good and safe spot next to the window where he could see everyone coming and was still able to look at the night sky. Kenshin took both of his swords from his sash, and sat down, letting the wakizashi lie next to him and propping the katana against his shoulder at an easy reach. The book-stack against his back felt solid, almost comforting.

Yet, the nervous energy thrummed just under his skin. There was no way to sleep, to relax… not while she was there.

She wasn't even looking at him. She was writing again, her movements still meticulous, the slight sounds of her brush quieter than the snoring next door. Even the candlelight wasn't too bright, not enough to disturb.

The katana in his arms wasn't doing anything to calm him. But what else could he do? He knew he should sleep. Gods only knew how tired he was after the job, the horrible job that had taken too long and been too easy.

Those men hadn't been able to do anything but die like bugs.

Then, she closed the book she had been writing in, set her brush down… and blew out the candle.

Darkness settled in the room, soft shadows from the summer night painting everything in hues of blue. And then she, she…

Kenshin looked aside hastily, feeling a mortified heat rising on his cheeks. He could hear the rustle of clothes, the futon being rolled open and blanked being pulled aside as she settled to lie on _his_ bed.

Her breathing was soft and steady. Her ki felt so familiar, cold and collected… so defined. Kenshin truly liked her ki – among all these flickers around him, hers felt like a calm spot in the sea, safe… just like home.

They stayed like that for a long time. Her breathing steadily in the shadows, him listening to the calm rhythm and just enjoying her ki.

Kenshin didn't know when he fell asleep.

* * *

><p>The next day, Kenshin tried his best to avoid her. It wasn't exactly easy, because no matter what he did, it seemed that the girl – Tomoe – was <em>everywhere<em>. Not in person, but absolutely everyone in his vicinity seemed to have something to say about her. Not to him directly, but they talked about her and he heard their comments.

It seemed that all the men were really taken with her. However, while they weren't shy about singing praises to her beauty, they also seemed to think that just because she was sharing a room with him, she was either sleeping _with_ him… or she was somehow a loose woman. Kenshin didn't like those assumptions. He couldn't even understand why people had gotten the idea in their heads. The girl – Tomoe – she wasn't like that. She wasn't!

From the beginning, she had always been calm and collected, just like a fine lady. Nothing like the sort that the men kept snickering about. And even if she had a special someone, that someone certainly wouldn't be _him_.

No, Tomoe and him hadn't needed to exchange words to mutually agree to avoid each other during the day.

The serving girls in the inn were even worse, in their own way. While they didn't make rude assumptions about Tomoe, they seemed to think even worse of her than the men. They thought Tomoe strange because she never smiled. They thought it was unfair that the men praised her looks. Why would a cold and distant girl like her deserve all those admiring glances?

Kenshin understood those whispers even less. After all, it wasn't like Tomoe wanted to attract the men's attention. If she liked it, she would have invited it somehow, by smiling or flirting. It wasn't her fault that she was really beautiful and men noticed it. Besides, she wasn't distant, she was just really polite.

And to be honest, she had been really, really nice about having to share the room with him.

She hadn't said a thing about his oddities, not even when he took forever to fall asleep. And for some reason, she was always awake when he came back from the job. They didn't talk, no… she never said anything, even though he _knew_ she knew that he had just killed someone. Instead, she would simply stop whatever she was doing, be it writing or sewing, and then she would roll open his bed and lay there in the darkness.

They would stay awake for hours together… him listening to her steady breathing and feeling her calm and familiar ki.

It had become a routine by now – almost a comfortable one.

One day, when Kenshin came back from the town, he overheard one of the serving girls hissing at Tomoe angrily, "You two suit each other, both frozen to the core."

It wasn't nearly the worst thing people had ever said about him and Kenshin would have just pretended to ignore it, if he hadn't seen Tomoe excuse herself hastily and escape to the backyard.

It was the first time he had seen her obviously affected by _anything_, that he couldn't help feeling curious and following her discreetly.

Tomoe settled under the maple tree next to the bathhouse and pulled out her book from the folds of her kimono. It was the same book she carried everywhere she went, the same one he had seen her writing in time and time again.

It had to be her diary, Kenshin finally realized.

He had never seen anyone keeping a diary, but he had heard of them. Some people would write their thoughts down, just to remember them better. It had always seemed a rich person's fancy to him, because paper and ink were expensive luxuries… at least, by his standards.

Tomoe opened the book, sifting through the pages, reading quietly. However, somehow he couldn't help but think that she seemed sad. It was because of her ki. Instead of being being collected and calm… now it just felt freezing cold, like snowfall on a midwinter night.

Was she reminding herself of something?

_Perhaps her family?_ Kenshin frowned thoughtfully. _Didn't she say she was alone now? _

Suddenly, the servant girl's words seemed that much more painful. Because if it was true that Tomoe had been left alone… perhaps she was reading her book to numb herself, just like he did to avoid feeling the pain.

It was an awful thing to realize.

How hard had it been for her, to be alone in the city as a girl? Without family, or anyone to support her... Where had she stayed? What had she had to do to survive? How had she lived before he had stumbled across her?

What else did she have beside her book and those worn clothes?

Kenshin looked aside, feeling ashamed. He knew all too well what it was like to have so little. He still didn't have much, but he had been living with next to nothing all his life. She couldn't have... Before something bad had happened, she must have had _everything. _

And now she had nothing.

_I have been really rude, haven't I? _Kenshin realized with a sinking heart.

Maybe it would be good for her to stay here. Even though it was dangerous… at least she wasn't completely alone. Here there were people like Okami-san who were willing to give her a second chance, some work and a place to stay.

_Yes, maybe it isn't so bad that she stayed._

It didn't feel right to intrude on her any longer, so Kenshin left. Maybe he could use this chance to take apart his swords. It had been a while since he had cleaned them, hadn't it?

* * *

><p>After that Kenshin tried to be kinder towards Tomoe, not avoid her so vehemently. Whenever there was a need to share things in their room, he didn't offer any protests. It was as if, realizing how little she truly had to her name had opened his eyes. Unfortunately, he couldn't do anything about the whispers she had to endure, but then again… he had to suffer through those, too.<p>

One night, after a particularly messy job, Kenshin was once again washing his hands and generally feeling sorry for himself. He had followed the target forever, before he had finally been unable to wait for a better chance, so he'd had to kill his targets right on their home street. The kill itself had been easy; they all were these days… but for some reason Tomoe's earlier words about only striking down those who were armed kept ringing in his ears.

It was hard to justify killing only armed targets when it really didn't matter whether they carried weapons or not. Armed with swords or western guns, alone or guarded by bodyguards, they all died the same. Killing was simply too easy. Kenshin was too fast and even when someone managed to block his strikes… well, with Kenta and their ki enhancement trick, they could cut through anything, even their target's _swords_.

So did it matter if the targets carried something to defend themselves with?

If the order came, would he kill a woman? A child? Kenshin hoped he never had to find out. Because if it would advance the Ishin Shishi's goals, if it was necessary… Kenshin had a terrible feeling that Katsura-san wouldn't even _hesitate _to make that order.

So where did that leave him?

True, Kenshin killed on Katsura's orders. But was he a cold-blooded killer, a murderer like some of his watchers said? Kenshin didn't think so. He didn't like killing. No, he hated it. He had always hated it.

He hated that it was necessary.

To create the new world, to ensure the happiness of the common people, it was necessary to kill people…. wasn't it?

But then again, were these endless assassinations doing anything more for the people's happiness than Master's bandit slaughter had ever done? Kenshin had joined this rebellion because he had believed that this was the right way to use the strength of Hiten Mitsurugi… but was he doing anything good, truly?

A familiar ki presence moving closer pulled him out of his thoughts. That coldness, the calm spot in the sea of ki, it could be no one else but Tomoe. He wasn't surprised that she was awake; she was always awake when he came home from a job... but why was she coming to him?

"You should patch your wound before you wash your hands."

_What? _Kenshin blinked, reflexively touching his cheek.

_Oh... it's bleeding, again._

And now that he noticed it, the blood had trickled down his neck and some of it had dripped onto the wash basin. Kenshin looked aside, feeling somewhat embarrassed to have been caught like this. Without looking at her, he took the small towel she offered to him and pressed it against the wound.

_Why does this keep happening?_

The wound was months old already. It shouldn't keep bleeding like this.

Tomoe watched him quietly, but there was a strange look in her eyes. "Do you intend to keep killing like this?"

Kenshin tensed and glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. Somehow, right now… all his previous arguments felt hollow. All his grand reasonings felt empty, too meaningless to be repeated.

Her dark eyes judged him in the silence. She didn't insist on answers, though. She merely waited for a moment, before turning and leaving.

Kenshin watched her go.

The towel she had brought him felt soft against his skin. It had been kind of her to bring it, but how had she known it was needed?

And that question..

How could he answer her, when he didn't know the answer himself?

But if he didn't intend to keep killing… how could he stop? There was still the Ishin Shishi and the rebellion to consider. It wasn't like he could just leave the cause and Katsura-san, not until the Bakufu had been brought down.

Yet, someday… wouldn't it be wonderful to live in a world where killing wasn't necessary?

* * *

><p><em>Betaed by Animaniacal-laughter in 3.3.2016<em>


	22. Wolves on doorstep

**Warnings:** violence, murder and a description of a panic attack

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter 21. Wolves on doorstep<strong>

_So Kenshin reacted positively to the girl. That's good. One of the very few good things I have heard all week. _Katsura sighed and folded the envelope shut, slipping it into his sleeve.

"Let's head to the inn," he murmured softly to Katagai. "There is one more matter I need to attend to tonight."

It was very late; the meeting had run far longer than expected. Everybody was on the edge. First Furutaka's capture, then the discrete hunt for a leak, and now Miyabe was refusing to see reason. Katsura was almost ready to cut ties with him, but if he did… who knew what that radical old codger would decide to do?

No, with those worries plaguing him, the developments with Kenshin and that girl felt like a slight ray of hope, something that just might be enough to make a difference. If it was handled right, that is.

The isolation and stress Kenshin had to endure were enough to drive an adult to insanity. For a boy so young… Katsura shook his head, well aware of why Iizuka was so on edge. There had been other hitokiri, and not a few of them had been struck down by their own faction for good reason.

It was a terrible job that quickly ate up the men who did it – few could handle it longer than a couple months. Inevitably they would meet their match in battle, or they would lose their purpose. A killer who couldn't be trusted was a knife to his handler's throat, always. No matter their intentions, they always knew too much. And if an assassin couldn't be trusted, the only place for him was a nameless grave.

It was too bad that Iizuka and the men at the inn hadn't managed to welcome Kenshin into their ranks. If they had, maybe this whole dilemma could have been avoided.

Yet, as it stood, Katsura was now forced to rely on that girl, that Yukishiro Tomoe.

Iizuka had been very thorough in checking her background, but he had found surprisingly little. She was undoubtedly from a higher ranked samurai family from the Kanto region. However, her name hadn't been in any of the clan registries. It could mean two things: either she had lied about it… or her name had been wiped from the records.

Katagai had immediately jumped to conclusions, thinking that she was a spy and recommending that she be disposed of at the soonest opportunity. But then again, it was the bodyguard's job to be overly suspicious.

Katsura couldn't allow suspicion to cloud his judgement, not when so much was at stake. After all, the girl didn't act like a spy. She hadn't made contact with anyone outside of the inn, not even when given ample opportunity to do so. No, she had settled into her new job and performed it very well. Even Okami-san had nothing bad to say about her.

Besides, wasn't it only logical for a girl with a tarnished reputation to make up a new name and try to start again?

A lost girl, a stray cat looking for a home was far better than a girl of honest name, at least for this purpose. She had no ties, no one to miss her… and she was a lovely, lonely young lady.

Katsura paused to listen outside the girl's door, before asking softly, "May I enter?"

"Come in."

She had a very nice voice. A cultured Kanto accent, like Iizuka had mentioned. Katsura stepped inside, sliding the door shut after him. "It's late. I'm sorry to disturb you."

"If you are looking for Himura-san, he is out for the night," she replied steadily, wariness in her gaze as she set down the shawl she had been embroidering.

Katsura inclined his head. "I know. I am the one who gives him his orders. I know all of his movements."

The girl's eyes widened in recognition.

"Please," Katsura smiled, "would you like to join me for tea?"

She followed him downstairs in tense silence, to the dining room where Okami-san brought them tea. The girl took it upon herself to pour it for them, but while she didn't go through the motions of a proper tea ceremony, her movement had elegance and refinement – a routine that could only be established in a well-to-do household.

Katsura studied her subtly as he led her through the normal conversation topics: how her stay had been, what she thought about her work, was there any trouble she needed help with. The easy questions worked wonders to calm her down, enough that she didn't tense up when he asked, "And how has your stay been with Himura-kun?"

"He has been very respectful."

"I don't doubt that." Katsura scoffed, not to criticize, but to express his wry amusement. "He is truly a polite and well-mannered young man. Exceptionally so, for a killer."

She gasped softly, then sipped her tea to cover her surprise.

She had remarkable composure, Katsura noted with growing respect. However, she was still young and she had given him enough to work with – she knew about Kenshin's work.

Of course, Katsura had suspected it to be so, especially after hearing Iizuka's comment about how Kenshin's sword had been duller, that he had displayed hesitation in his work once again.

_Yes, here is the source of it._

The girl's eyes narrowed and her tone gained an edge as she asked a question of her own, "How could you make him your killer? He is just a boy. He can't even be of age yet…"

Katsura nearly smiled. _Ah, I should have known. _

It was always youth, childhood cut short that women took offence to.

Then again, hadn't he and Takasugi both felt uneasy at the prospect of using one so young? But there had been valid reasons, then and now. The desperate need for Kenshin's skills hadn't disappeared and that was all there was to it. But how could he make her see it?

A willful girl like her, she would just make Kenshin hesitate again and that was unacceptable. No, in order for her to be useful, she needed to _understand_.

"Because he believes the same as I do, that we are doing this to build a new era where everyone can live in peace," Katsura said gently and glanced down at his tea, taking a slow, calculated sip. "These killings and assassinations, they are madness… but it must be done."

"Madness?" Her eyes were wary, but her head tilted to the side just a shade, an unconscious display of curiosity.

"When I was young, Takasugi and I and many of our friends studied under Yoshida Shoin. He was executed by the Bakufu." Katsura explained, keeping his voice gentle. "He once said that we are destroying an era of Tokugawa rule that drove men to madness. If we are to build a new age, we must now go mad ourselves."

Her uncertainty and fear were obvious in the tense lines of her posture, how carefully blank she had schooled her beautiful face. Yet, for all that she could guard her body, she couldn't guard her eyes. No, she knew about hate and rage, the desire for justice he was speaking about.

Katsura laid down his tea cup, drained empty. "We need to go mad enough to not turn away from our extreme justice. That is the driving force of the Choshuu faction. Himura is the vanguard of our mad justice and is fulfilling the harshest of roles."

The second those last words left his lips, the thread of understanding, the commonality he had forged with her was shattered.

She shied back, whispering almost harshly, "And so? You are telling me this because you want me to _fulfill a role_?"

_Oh..? That's what she objects to? _Katsura raised his brow slightly. What a telling response. She _had _been used before for another's bidding.

_Hmm, should I press forward or…_

_No, it's enough for now. _

He had planted the seeds. It wouldn't do to press too hard now, or she could rebuff his words just because of a former injury.

This girl… she had a very strong sense of justice. She was no weak, simpering ingenue, and Katsura liked that, truly. A weaker girl would never survive the task he had set out for her.

"I am not telling you to do anything. I just want you to understand what we are doing here." Katsura said evenly, giving her a respectful nod before taking his sword and leaving.

Now, only time would tell if anything would come of this gambit.

If the girl became what they needed her to be... if Kenshin could hold on for a little longer, then perhaps something could be arranged for him.

Tempers were nearing at a boiling point in the Capital. Something would break, and soon. Never before had the Bakufu been so disorganized, so vulnerable for outside influence. If they could press just a little more, they had a real chance at gaining the leverage they needed in the court.

_If only I could keep Miyabe in line…_

* * *

><p>The night's job, taking out a merchant who had been supplying Western weapons to a government procurer, had been quite far out of town. It had been an unexpected relief, truly. These days, the city was practically crawling with Bakufu men, the policing forces' patrols and the provincial samurai both on high alert.<p>

Now, Kenshin and Iizuka-san were heading back to Kyoto on a road that passed through a nice, quiet bamboo grove. Or, it would have been quiet if not for Iizuka's nervous commentary. "I swear I heard that bodyguard shoot you with a riffle. Yet, you say you are fine. Fine? I have seen the wounds those damned weapons cause, so how the hell could you be alright?"

"I dodged." Kenshin murmured distractedly. He could have sworn there had been something moving at the edge of his perception…

_Yes, there they are. A group of ki presences, moving towards us?_

He raised his hand, signaling for Iizuka-san to be silent, and shooed him into the trees just to be safe. Most likely those were their own men. After all, this was a small side road and there was no reason for anyone to use it at this time of night.

At a distance, he saw white mountain stripes flashing in the moonlight.

_Damn it._

"There they are!"

"Stop!"

"We are the Shinsengumi! Surrender in the name of the Shogun!

Kenshin cursed and started to run, hoping to lose them. The last thing he wanted was to kill anyone he didn't need to. Ahead of him, the road divided in two, one leading downhill, down to the town… and other up the mountain slope, up a set of paved stairs leading to a shrine the Ishin Shishi had used before.

The men chasing him were getting too close for comfort.

"He is not alone!

_Oh for fuck's sake!_ Kenshin huffed. A bit higher up on the stairs, Iizuka-san was waiting for him. Undoubtedly he had hoped to regroup there.

_They saw him... damn, I have no choice but to fight, do I?_

Kenshin drew breath, focused… and invited Kenta to his side. It flowed through the wall and the world slowed to a halt.

The first target went down without even having time to block, from a clean strike to the shoulder. A well-timed quickdraw took care of the next two in one motion, but the fourth had been slower to run, so he had enough time to block.

It didn't matter.

Pushing his ki down his sword, Kenshin enhanced the strike and cut through the steel like it wasn't even there.

The last one stared at him with eyes flown wide open, his mouth gaping to form a—

Kenshin dashed, jumping and coming down with a perfect _Ryutsuisen_, cutting through his head just in time to silence him.

Then there were no sounds but his heavy breathing, the men's blood and guts spreading silently down the stairs.

It was so filthy. They hadn't needed to die...

"Are you alright, Himura?"

Kenshin took a deep breath and exhaled, slowly, carefully. Then he nodded, and flicked his wrist, shaking most of the blood from his sword before sheathing it.

"We can't stay here. There may be more," Iizuka-san said shakily, before running down the stairs.

Without another word, Kenshin followed.

Those five… they had come out of nowhere. The Shinsengumi shouldn't patrol this far out of town and even if they did, what reason would they have to watch a small road like this one? They were a policing force! It was their job to guard the common people, not chase after…

"It was an ambush, wasn't it?"

Iizuka-san glanced at him, not even slowing down. "It was. They knew that we were there. I will take the news to Katsura-san immediately. We definitely have a traitor among us."

At the edge of the town, Iizuka-san ditched him, choosing to go report to Katsura-san directly. Just to be safe, Kenshin offered to escort him. After all, the examiner had no way of defending himself against another ambush like that. However, Iizuka-san looked at him like he was an idiot and said, "It's you they want, not me."

Kenshin was left standing there, watching his departing back… the panic and danger feeling realer than ever.

The sun was rising and the merchants were setting up at the marketplace as he headed back home, trying desperately not to hurry.

Nothing stood out like a person in a hurry.

Yet, it was difficult. He felt absolutely filthy. The job had been bad enough, but now there were additional deaths on his conscience just because… Kenshin closed his eyes, and drew breath. No, he couldn't think that. It had been an ambush, the Shinsengumi had known about them and had hunted them down. Even if he had tried to lead them on a wild goose chase in the forest, they could have stumbled across Iizuka-san.

Iizuka-san was no fighter and worse, if the Shinsengumi had captured him, all would have been lost. The sleazy weasel of a man simply knew too much.

The inn was already waking up when Kenshin arrived, exhausted and tense as a bowstring drawn to the breaking point. Thankfully his clothes didn't have any telling marks of the night's disaster. No, these days he was good enough to kill them and avoid the blood-spatter, even when he couldn't strike with battoujutsu. After all, with Kenta's help, he could see incoming strikes in time, dodge around them, and choose his own, striking in such a way that his targets died as quickly as possible.

The hand-washing routine took forever, but still… when he was done and got to his room, he couldn't help feeling off-balance and miserable when he saw that it was empty.

Of course Tomoe had already risen for work. Kenshin knew that perfectly well. There was no reason for him to be disappointed, and yet… he had found it easier to calm down and fall asleep, soothed by her steady breathing and the calmness of her ki, that quiet spot in the sea.

He had slept better these past few days than he had in months, just because of her.

And now, she wasn't there.

Kenshin sighed morosely and settled to sit next to the window, at his usual spot. He set his katana to lean against his shoulder, his wakizashi by his side as per routine.

_Do you intend to keep killing like this? _

_If I had had a sword… would you have? _

The questions Tomoe had asked him earlier rose to his mind like they always did, whenever he had a moment to think. And yet, no matter how hard he thought about it, he still hadn't managed to come up with an answer that didn't feel like an excuse, a feeble lie not worth stating.

_…I just don't know how to answer her. _

Kenshin sighed, drawing his arms around himself, huddling against the wall. The terrible thoughts continued to plague him, stirring up restless feelings, and yet, he needed to sleep. He knew that all too well. He couldn't go without sleeping, not when Kyoto was getting so dangerous and the Ishin Shishi needed him… and yet, she wasn't_ here_.

But what else could he do?

Morosely, he patted his sleeve, fiddling with the familiar clunky form of Kasumi's top. At a distance, he heard the men stirring, getting ready for breakfast. Without a second thought, the top found its way into his hands and he tied the yarn around the knob, setting it spinning on the floor. As always, there was something calming in watching it spin, seeing the old faded colors merge together.

"Live for me" Kasumi had insisted, even when the bandit's sword had pierced her throat and she was left to die, choking on her own blood, like a worthless piece of trash. In the world of the Shogun, under the laws of the Bakufu… a wonderful woman like her had been sold into slavery, reduced to nothing more than a thing because of _money_.

Little Miya had suffered too. Her house had been burned down, everything she had had been taken to repay a debt. And just because she had been brave enough to stand up and protest against the injustice of it, her life had been demanded to apologize for the insult.

It was wrong.

The top spun steadily, before falling over. He set it spinning again.

There was truth in Tomoe's words, in her insistence that killing was wrong. But the Shogun's world was wrong, too. And if no one was willing to stand up against injustice, how could anything ever change?

If he could help to bring about that change by staining his hands with blood, no matter how painful and difficult it was… then it was worth it.

_Yes, that's why I fight. _

_I can't ever forget that. _

Kenshin closed his eyes and his exhaustion finally took over.

* * *

><p>There was someone close to him, close enough to reach to him…<p>

_Ambush!_

Kenshin's eyes snapped open and he rose, drawing his sword to the throat of a target, ready to—

That pale and delicate throat, the scent of white plum blossoms… Kenshin's eyes widened and finally he registered the naked steel at her jugular. Just a hair's breadth further and it would cut through—

_No!_

_Get away!_

He pushed her forcefully, to get her as far as he could from the danger.

_I almost – no, no, no… _Kenshin's heart was beating rabbit-fast as he gulped for air. _I, I… I almost cut… If it had been just a bit, just a little bit further... no, no, no…_

_Would you have…? Would you? _Her voice asked him, that question, that terrible question repeating inside his head in an endless loop. He couldn't see or hear or remember anything else but her soft voice and dark eyes as she asked that question time and time again. _Would you have…? Would you have...? Do you intend to keep killing like this? Would you? If I had a sword… would you have?_

_No, no, no…_ Kenshin squeezed his eyes shut and tried to keep breathing. _In and out, in and out, just keep breathing, idiot, and stop thinking!_

Then something stroked him gently, the petting comfort feeling, but it wasn't Kenta? Kenshin gasped wildly and looked up, only to see her there, looking at him, her dark eyes wide with fright.

_She is scared? Oh god, oh god… I, I… What did I do, what did I do… _

It took forever for him to get enough control to still his frantic shaking, to gather his nerves just enough to find words again. Yet, even then the sheer shame of it was almost overpowering.

"I'm sorry," Kenshin whispered, staring blankly at the floor. "I bragged that I would never kill a civilian and now look at me. If you had come any closer… I would have…"

The cloth rustled near him and he swallowed, stealing a glance at her.

She was offering him a shawl, the very same one he had seen her embroidering at night.

_But, but… why?_

Yet, she was looking at him seriously, her eyes softening just a shade. Her ki wasn't quite as cold, either. Utterly perplexed, Kenshin leaned back on his haunches and accepted the offering, stroking the soft fabric.

"Let me stay here for a while," she whispered softly, almost too quiet to hear. "You need a sheath to hold back your madness."

_A sheath?_

_Madness?_

_She is… offering to stay with me_? Kenshin blinked, his mouth falling open. He had been so alone, for so long… just like her, and now she was saying she _wanted_ to be with him?

He gripped the cloth in his hands, inhaling raggedly. To not be alone, the very thought felt so enormous that there were no words to describe it. To have someone with him, so that neither of them would have to be alone in the crowd… oh god, how wonderful it sounded.

He stared at his hands, trying not to cry.

Yet, her earlier question, the one that had been haunting his thoughts and nightmares… Kenshin swallowed, once, twice, before saying quietly, "I have thought about my answer, whether I would have killed you, if you had had a sword. The answer is no. I wouldn't kill you. Whatever happened, I could never do that to you. Not to you. Never."

Silence landed between them.

It took a while before Kenshin dared a shy look up between his lashes, but when he did… he saw a faint blush on her cheeks.

_…She is so beautiful._

The sight made his heart skip a beat, forcing him to look aside awkwardly as he climbed to his feet. As he helped her up, too, he was beginning to realize just how much she had offered him, and what it could mean for both of them.

It wasn't just him that wouldn't be alone.

This was for them both. Neither of them needed to be alone anymore, and even more than that, now they could have confidant in each other.

* * *

><p>After that, they took to spending more time together.<p>

When she finished her work, Tomoe would retire to their room, and instead of avoiding her, he would sit with her. They didn't talk, not really. Neither of them were all that good at it, but just spending time in each other's presence felt wonderful. With just the two of them, no one would stare at them or make mean-spirited comments. No, in those moments they were just two people sharing each other's company – nothing more, nothing less.

And the next day, when Kenshin went to the backyard to do his katas, she followed him there as well.

It was bit strange, because in general he disliked having an audience. It always felt awkward and uncomfortable when someone saw his swordsmanship and wondered at the skill and precision that had been instilled in his movements since early childhood. Yet, somehow, it was different with her. She watched him carefully, as he went through the meditative repetitions, until finally she took out her book and started reading.

Kenshin finished his training about an hour later, feeling as close to calm and relaxed as he could.

She closed her book and tucked it in between her kimono folds. "It's like watching a dance with swords."

Instantly, heat rose to his cheeks and Kenshin looked aside. All of a sudden there were butterflies in his stomach and his heart was still beating fast, not easing down as it should have after his cooling exercises.

No one had ever said anything kind about his swordsmanship. The katas and the practice had always been for a purpose, to learn how to kill… or they should have been. At least, Master had been adamant about that. But for Kenshin, it was so much more than that – he loved the art of the sword.

He had always loved it.

Sure, it had been a way to get stronger and to protect people, but the reason why he had kept practicing for hours, even when it wasn't even remotely necessary, was because he liked doing the katas. They were calming and it was like, when he held a sword, he didn't need to be his ugly, weird and scrawny self anymore. He could just be, just do something he enjoyed and take pride in.

Thankfully, Tomoe didn't comment on his blush, simply turning around and returning to their room.

_And it is _our_ room now, isn't it? _

The thought left Kenshin feeling all funny inside, the good sort of funny – light and almost happy. After all, they lived there together and she had agreed to be with him and wasn't it just wonderful?

Yet, the matter of his job still lay between them.

Understandably, Tomoe didn't care for it at all. So whenever he got a black envelope, she would turn her head and pointedly ignore him. But afterwards, during the night, she would always wait for him, not saying a thing… merely being there for him, calm and comforting as she always was, no matter how long it took him to fall asleep.

Maybe, that's why her presence had ceased to bother him to the point that he could catnap when she was there?

Iizuka-san walked in on them once, and seeing him sleeping in Tomoe's presence, the man became far too curious for his own good.

Kenshin wasn't quite sure why it was such a big deal.

After all, he had slept without problems in other people's presences before. Well, admittedly it had been a while… err, actually, he hadn't managed a single proper night's sleep since he had left the mountain. So why could he sleep now, when he knew Tomoe was there, awake and so very close to him?

The realization hit him like a lightning bolt.

_I _trust_ her_.

It was as simple as that.

Kenshin knew with bone deep certainty that she wasn't a threat. No, her calmness, her ki… she was his safe spot. As long as she was there, the noises of men around them, their flickering, weak ki didn't matter, not enough to keep him alert and waiting for attack.

The realization made him think of her in an entirely different manner.

She didn't seem quite as cold anymore, did she? Lately when she was with him, sometimes her ki would even feel slightly warm, like she, too, felt good. It seemed like in her eyes, he wasn't that bad, no matter how stained and broken he was.

Not that she would smile or outwardly show it in anyway, of course. She was just as reserved as she had always been, but sometimes her eyes… it felt like they would soften, just a bit.

A few days later, on the evening of the fift day of the sixth month, she managed to surprise him once again. It was the Gion festival, the day of a grand parade within the Capital's month long summer festival and practically everyone in the inn had the night off.

The city was packed full of people for the celebrations and the situation was deemed too hot for jobs. Not to mention, there seemed to be problems among the Ishin Shishi leadership that were keeping Katsura-san busy.

Kenshin wasn't entirely sure what to do with all his free time. The festival had made the city more crowded and noisier than ever before. To be honest, he was hoping to spend a quiet night at the inn with Tomoe, now that most of the people had left for the festival.

Besides, Tomoe should be getting off work soon, shouldn't she?

She was sweeping the floors on the abandoned second floor when he found her. However, instead of accepting his hesitant offer for them to get something to eat, she paused to look at him consideringly, before saying "Would you like to go out with me this evening?"

_...Uh, what?_ Kenshin's eyes widened in confusion.

_She wants to go out _there_...with me? Why? _

"It's the festival tonight," Tomoe explained softly. "It might be nice to have a relaxing night in the city… but it's not relaxing to be a woman alone in a city full of men."

_Oh... _Kenshin paused, mollified by her words. But, but… the thing was that there were a _lot_ of people out there and they were loud, loud enough to be heard even here. To go out there, it was… errr…

She tilted her head, looking at him kindly, waiting.

Kenshin took a deep breath, considering. Would it be that horrible?

Sure, it would be crowded out there, but none of those people would have any reason to stare at them with disdain or fear, not when there were actors and the festival train and everything. And it might be nice to go out there, to see things… whatever the festival had to offer, they could enjoy it together.

So yes, it could be nice.

Nodding slightly, Kenshin exhaled and met her gaze. "Yes, let's go."

"Yes." She agreed quietly, her eyes becoming just a shade softer.

Like Kenshin had feared, the festival had drawn a huge crowd of people to the streets to celebrate, and everyone seemed to be wearing their best and brightest clothing. For commoners, the merchants and artisans, this seemed to be a chance to display their wealth. Young women consciously wore their most beautiful and colorful long-sleeved furisodes, hiding their smiles behind their fans. The older women's choices were more reserved, but just as fine. Likewise, the men wore their finery with pride.

In truth, it left Kenshin feeling a bit shabby in comparison. The everyday clothes Taro-kun had chosen for him in Hagi had served him well this past year. Sure, the fabric was worn with use and there had been a few accidents along the way… but he had just hemmed the edges and patched the worst of the tears on his own.

Tomoe seemed to have similar problems, now that he considered it. Her clothing had been very fine once, but now they were comfortably worn and frayed in places. Not that it was her fault in any way; she didn't have other options and she didn't have enough savings to consider buying replacements.

Kenshin's case wasn't quite the same. The truth was that he simply wasn't used to actually having money to spare. All his life, he had worn his clothing to the breaking point, and as long as he stayed warm and covered, it was all fine, wasn't it?

But now, seeing all these people in their finery, it made him wonder… what would it be like, to be one of them? To dress to impress his company, just like the other young men enjoying the festival?

Not that he could, no matter if he wanted to. He was too ugly and strange, and there was his duty… and Tomoe, she wasn't quite like the other girls, either.

Kenshin sighed, letting his hand rest on his sword for comfort. Yet, when there were so many people all around him, most of the men carrying swords just like him… it was difficult. With the situation as it was, the Capital was dangerously unstable and a single man's stupidity within a crowd could lead to catastrophe.

They circled the various vendors, food stalls, and games in silence.

Tomoe seemed to take it all very calmly, simply observing the sights and taking it all in stride. Kenshin, though, was beginning to feel really uncomfortable. He would have preferred to watch the festival from the sidelines. Not from the very center of it, forced to endure people pushing against them, trying to pass them on the way to see whatever they were interested in.

Without even noticing it, Kenshin had started to sweat, his breath had grown harsher. How long did they have to stay here? Surely she had already seen whatever she wanted to see?

Tomoe glanced at him, like she had done throughout the evening, and frowned, before grabbing his sleeve without warning and starting to lead him through the crowd. She didn't even try to talk, to offer any explanations over the noise of the crowd.

It was only when they reached the edge of the street that she let go of his hand. For some reason, Kenshin couldn't help feeling disappointed by it. He hadn't ever seen her act so forcefully… and besides, it had been nice to be led.

Still too overwhelmed for words, Kenshin shot her a smile in thanks.

Her eyes widened, before softening a shade. She nodded, just once, but it was enough. She looked around and motioned to a bar, a bit further down a side-street, "Let's go have a drink."

The chance to sit down in a quiet place seemed like a godsend and Kenshin nodded gratefully.

The establishment she had chosen was one of the better bars, certainly a step up from the shabby jaunts he had frequented before – at least, judging by the location and clientele. Yet, even on a night like this, there were a few empty tables. Perhaps all the people were out enjoying the festival stalls?

They settled at a table near the window. It was a good spot, making it easy to observe what was happening around them, yet quiet enough that they weren't disturbed.

However, while Kenshin didn't exactly mind drinking sake, what was he supposed to do now that she was here with him? Usually he just ordered whatever was cheapest and drunk it as quickly as he could, to get the numbness he sought.

The barman quickly brought out their drinks. His was warmed as was customary, but she had ordered hers _chilled_.

It was a strange choice, quite a bit fancier than his. After all, ice was expensive in the middle of summer.

Yet, would it affect the taste?

Kenshin frowned, almost on the verge of ordering another bottle for himself just out of sheer curiosity. However, he already had perfectly good sake in front of him and he didn't have that much money saved, not enough to waste it on a _whim_.

Sighing, he took the cup she had poured for him, readying himself for an unpleasant ordeal. After all, though everything he ate or drank tasted like blood, the first few cups of sake had always been the worst. But this time, a rich, deep, even a little sweet aroma flooded onto his tongue.

_What..? But why would it… _Kenshin gaped, staring at his saucer.

Tomoe noticed his confusion. "What is is?"

"I, ah…" Kenshin paused, trying to find words for his surprise. "It's been a long time. The sake tastes good to me."

"It's because of the festival," she suggested, and offered to pour him more.

Mutely, Kenshin accepted and sipped it again. The aromas were strong, yet not unpleasant in the least. Why? He doubted it was because of the festival, given how little he had cared for the experience, but perhaps… it could be because of her, because he was not alone.

"I'm different." Tomoe frowned at her saucer, musing, "Lately I haven't been able to enjoy sake as much as I used to."

_Oh… _Kenshin hesitated. If there was truth in Master's words about sake, then she too had something sick in her, pain or worry that had turned her mood to melancholy. However, if killing left his sake tasting like blood, would it help to know what her drink tasted like?

Perhaps, the knowledge could give him a clue about how to help her? Kenshin hesitated, "It doesn't taste good to you?"

"No." Tomoe glanced at him. "I feel like I don't want to depend on it anymore."

Kenshin looked aside awkwardly, feeling slightly foolish for his assumption.

Silence fell between them, but unlike usual, it wasn't comfortable. This was far from the calm silence where neither of them felt like talking. Instead, the feeling was almost oppressive, a dullness he should try to interrupt by saying something smart and witty to uplift her mood.

But what could he say? What topic was safe enough to broach?

The past?

But given what he knew, her past must have been a painful one, and his… why would she even care what he had done before he had ended up here?

Should he try to talk about his work? About the Ishin Shishi? That was an even worse idea. She had made it blatantly clear how little she liked his work. How about swordsmanship? But that couldn't hold any interest to fine lady like her. About his daily routine at the inn?

But was there anything worthy of conversation in that? Usually all he did was avoid people and sleep!

"When I look at your scar…" Her calm voice pulled him out of his thoughts. "I wonder what the men see in their final moments."

Kenshin swallowed dryly, suddenly wishing he had chosen the topic first. Any of his terrible ideas would have been better than the topic of his damn scar! Yet, he couldn't exactly ignore her words either.

If he was perfectly honest with himself, Kenshin had tried his best to forget the angry red line on his cheek and the fight where he had gotten it. Not because of the scar itself, but because that night had been one of his greatest failures. From start to end, he had screwed up, and because of him, that young Mimawarigumi guard had suffered and died a slow, painful death, gurgling for air while his guts had sprawled out of his gaping side.

Severing his neck had been the only thing Kenshin had been able to do for him afterwards, but even that hadn't changed a thing. Now that shame was his alone to carry, as no one else even remembered him. Kenshin sighed mournfully, before lifting his eyes to meet hers.

She looked sad and miserable.

"You say you kill to make others happy…but I don't think it makes you happy."

"It doesn't." Kenshin answered. "I hate it… I hate that it's necessary." However, before he could continue, he noticed a remarkably familiar flicker of ki approaching them with speed. It felt weak and wavering…

_Oh, but why would he... _

Then Iizuka-san burst into the bar and shouted at them, "Get out of here immediately!"

"What's wrong?" Kenshin grabbed his sword in alarm. Anything that got Iizuka-san so harried would be bad news.

"Come with me, I will tell you on the way!"

Then there was no time to think. Kenshin grabbed Tomoe's hand and rushed to follow Iizuka-san through the crowd.

"Katsura-san is in grave danger." Iizuka-san explain in a hurried whisper, not slowing down for even a moment. "The Shinsengumi found out about the meeting with Miyabe and Toshimaru. I need to rally the men and get there right away!"

"Where is it being held?" Kenshin demanded. After all, the Ishin Shishi leaders' meeting had changed locations multiple times after Furutaka's capture, and now no one but the higher ups knew in which Ishin Shishi safe-house it was being held.

"Sanjo Kawaramachi, at the Ikeda-ya!" Iizuka-san shouted, giving a pointed look to the struggling Tomoe on Kenshin's arm, before he took off running.

The hint was obvious.

"You should head back to the inn," Kenshin said seriously. "I need to go. If Katsura-san is in danger, everything could fail tonight."

However, Tomoe insisted firmly, "I will follow you."

It was the worst possible idea she could have, but he didn't have time to argue. Not when Katsura-san was in trouble. Kenshin grabbed her hand and ran.

While he would have been far faster on his own, there was no way he could leave her alone. Besides, Kawaramachi was not that far from Gion, only about a mile or so.

She kept pace with him admirably, and as they got closer to the meeting spot, Kenshin slowed down to a walk, trying to get a good read on the ki presences nearby.

_The Ikeda-ya should be close by now… _Kenshin frowned, cutting through a smaller, darker side alley. Just around the corner, a group of hurried presences were nearing them. At his side, Tomoe was a white shadow, silent and grim. Yet, it wasn't _safe_. She really should hide, or run – she should be anywhere but here.

"There are people ahead." Kenshin whispered. "You really should turn back now, it's dangerous."

She tightened her grip on his hand and her eyes narrowed. Her usually soft and demure voice gained a steely edge of determination, as she said, "I want to see. I want to see your work. I want to see it with my own eyes."

"Stop, whoever you are!" a shout rang out. "Stop in the name of the Shinsengumi!"

_Damn it, damn it all to hell. _Kenshin cursed silently, his hand ready at his sword as he turned around to see a group of six men running towards them, their damn mountain-striped haori flashing in the moonlight.

Then it was too late to run away.

"There he is!"

"That must be the assassin!"

_Oh god, they know about me?_ _They have been looking for me?_ Kenshin gaped in sheer panic for a second. Then, reason won out over fear and he drew his sword, ready to protect the mulishly stubborn, innocent girl behind him.

The first target charged, his sword held high just like most of the Shinsengumi were prone to. Kenshin dodged under it and slashed the man's stomach. But, his strike didn't... cut?

_Chain vests! _Kenshin growled, "You are in my way, back down!"

The six of them were effectively blocking the street. There was no way he could avoid killing these men, not when Tomoe was right behind him and they posed a tangible threat to _her_.

"I am Shigesuke Heima, trained in Hokushin Ittou-ryu!" the first one shouted proudly, charging at him again.

"I don't care!" Kenshin snarled, and concentrated, letting Kenta to flow to his side. The world slowed to a halt, the group of six samurai charging at him becoming nothing but obstacles in his way.

Those damn chain vest wouldn't protect them, not with Kenta at his side. But concentrating that much ki to his blade would slow him down. No, in a tight place like this it was far more effective to use piercing strikes, or to attack a vulnerable, unprotected spot: the throat.

Kenshin sprinted, blurring into motion.

The first man was fast enough to block, which in that narrow alley, made the man behind him the more vulnerable one. Kenshin dodged around the first one's attack and slashed open the second's throat. The third one was too slow: he died from a stab to the back. The fourth had enough time to attempt a strike of his own, to no avail – Kenshin parried his feeble attack and slashed his throat, too.

The fifth was wide open, too shocked to react. He died from a stab to the heart, the easiest death of them all.

The last one, the one he had passed over, screamed with rage then charged at his back. It was too bad that his shout destroyed his chances. The man dropped to the ground, still twitching as his heart pumped his lifeblood out of the gaping wound in his throat.

Then there was only silence.

Kenshin took a deep breath, before letting go of Kenta. The cool numbness faded along with the screams, and the smell of blood flooded his nostrils, the shame and disgust brought by the killing storming inside him.

Footsteps echoed behind him. It was Tomoe. She was walking towards him calmly, her expression still like a mask, her ki freezing cold as she stepped over the six dead Shinsengumi at her feet.

Kenshin looked away, gritting his teeth. He knew he should have offered words of comfort to her, tried to explain it in some way… but he didn't have time. These Shinsegumi had known about him, so they had found out about the meeting for sure and that meant Katsura-san could already be in their hands.

Sparing her an apologetic glance, Kenshin rushed forward, reaching the main street and stalking in the shadows as close to the Ikeda-ya as he dared. The inn was all but swarming with blue haori coats, the mountain stripes flashing boldly in the lantern light as men came to report to the captain in the yard.

Kenshin concentrated, trying to gather his ki to listen in on their conversation… only to notice feminine footsteps getting closer. Tomoe had followed him. Of course she had. Kenshin frowned at her, holding a finger in front of his mouth, signaling silence.

Then, he closed his eyes and drew a drop of ki to his ears.

Tomoe's deep steady breathing next to him, hurried footsteps, chain vests clattering and then, "Did you find Katsura?"

"I don't know."

"The assassin isn't here, though."

Kenshin sighed softly in relief, letting go of the hearing trick. If they hadn't found Katsura-san yet, then not all was lost. Should he still charge in there?

There were a lot of Shinsengumi in the yard. Judging by the flickering ki presences, there had to at least twenty or more men on the premises. More, they knew about him, they had clearly been hunting for him… and they were wearing those chain vests. Should he risk it?

Kenshin gripped his sword tightly. _But if there is even the slightest possibility that Katsura-san is there, do I have a choice?_

He was just about to lean past the corner for a look, when he felt a hand grip his arm tightly. He shot Tomoe a questioning glance.

She shook her head.

Frowning, Kenshin pursed his lips and then applied another droplet of ki to his ears.

"Saito-san! Katsura isn't here! Miyabe committed a suicide in the rear vestibule."

"I see. Good work everyone."

Kenshin let go of the ki on the spot and leaned his head against the wall, his feet feeling slightly shaky in relief. Thank god... if it was just Miyabe, then this was not the end.

Tomoe was looking at him, her eyes a bit softer.

Kenshin gave her a nod in thanks, a poor repayment of his gratitude. After all, if not for her, he would have gone out there for nothing.

Still, there was something strange out there. A ki presence that didn't feel right and Kenshin risked one more glance around the corner. The commander that the Shinsengumi were reporting to, that tall man who was as lean as a starved wolf… there was something wrong about him. His ki was frosty as ice, serious and uncompromising. A notably large presence too, defined and controlled unlike the rest of those flickers…

_Uh oh.._

Kenshin blinked slowly, utterly floored by the realization. That presence wasn't just a strange anomaly, it was _trained. _

And that meant, the man could most likely sense him too.

_Shit!_

There was no thought involved – it was a reflex Master had worked hard to instill in him – Kenshin closed his eyes and steadied his breathing, in and out, in and out.

_I am not a threat. I am not here. I am nothing but one among others. _

Slowly, painstakingly slowly, he tried to spread his ki, to make it so thin that it became nothing more than a shadow in the background.

_There._

His presence was still there, able to be felt but just barely. Now, he simply seemed as harmful as a mouse or a girl who had never seen a weapon.

After all, like Master had said to him all those years ago, for those that can sense ki, large presences shone like shooting stars among the rest. However, empty spots that people gave way to were even easier to notice. No, when it came to ki, it was the small ones that were the easiest to overlook.

Even if that Shinsengumi captain was trained in ki and had caught Kenshin masking his, he would never be able to track him in a crowd. And conveniently, there happened to be a festival close by.

Kenshin smiled grimly and took Tomoe's hand.

Together, they sneaked back, sticking to the shadows, quiet as a pair of mice hiding from a wolf.

* * *

><p><em><strong>AN:<strong> There is historical incorrectness concerning dates in this and the following chapter. This is because, first and foremost, I am trying to stay faithful to the canon and unfortunately, like my betareader Animaniacal-laughter pointed out to me, occasionally canon and history don't exactly match._

_However, for those who are curious about the history, Furutaka Shuntarou was captured by Shinsengumi on a raid to his store Masu'ya, in the early dawn of June 5th, 1864. (Furutaka had inherited it two years prior and operated it under the alias "Kièmon". It was his cover because officially Choshuu samurai had been banished from Kyoto). Anyways, Shinsengumi had been looking for Miyabe and ended up capturing Furutaka by chance. He was then tortured until Shinsengumi found out about the Ikedaya-ya's meeting. _

_At the evening of June 5th, Shinsengumi gathered their men and raided Ikeda-ya._

_There was no "x number of days / weeks" time period between these events, not like the Ruroken manga suggests. _

* * *

><p><em>Betaed by Animaniacal-laughter in 11.03.2016.<em>


	23. Flames of War

**Chapter 22. Flames of war**

They came across Katsura-san and Katagai at the inn, and Kenshin wasn't sure if he had ever felt so relieved. No matter what he had overheard from the Shinsengumi at the Ikeda-ya, there had been a persistent fear in his heart, spurring his mind towards the worst case scenarios.

However, to his surprise, Katsura-san had never made it to the meeting in the first place.

The leader of the Choshuu Ishin Shishi and Katagai-san had been running late on another errand. It was only by chance that they had spotted the Shinsengumi gathering for the raid and made their escape without being noticed.

"Kenshin, if the Shinsengumi are hunting for you and me specifically, it's extremely important that we lay low," Katsura-san said, a strained frown on his brow. "Stay here at the inn and don't attract any attention. If the safety of this inn becomes compromised, I will see about moving you to another location. You are too important to lose."

The words felt like a strike across his face, and Kenshin scowled. Confined to the inn, he would be useless to the rebels! He was a fighter, not someone who cowered in fear. He could do something, help out in some way!

However, the protest died on his lips as Katsura-san gave him a look. "It's total chaos out there. The notorious Wolves of Mibu outright attacking a meeting of high-ranking provincial officials? This will raise hell, and not just in the Capital. The provinces will be screaming for blood. There are already messages going back and forth. I'll have to leave now and try to salvage what I can from this mess."

Without a further word, Katsura-san motioned to his bodyguard, Katagai-san, and slipped down a backstreet, disappearing into the shadows of night.

Kenshin watched them go.

If Katsura-san was that worried, so on edge… things were very bad, weren't they?

* * *

><p>As it turned out, the Ikeda-ya incident was a disaster for the Ishin Shishi.<p>

The very next day, they learned that the Shinsengumi had killed 8 and arrested 23 of the men who had been at the meeting. Worse, most of the rebel leaders and trusted councilmen had been among them. Miyabe's death, especially, was creating problems. He had been the unifying force for those willing to use extreme measures, and with him gone, there seemed to be a growing consensus supporting his ideas.

Kenshin even heard a rumor that the reason the Shinsengumi had chosen to risk attacking a prominent meeting was because they had heard of a plan to burn down Kyoto.

It seemed too outlandish, too unbelievable to be true. Who would plan to burn down the capital? The very thought was horrifying. Yet, Iizuka-san had seemed grim and hadn't denied the rumor when asked about it.

Kenshin didn't know what to think. Of course such a plan should be stopped, but at the same time… What would it mean going forward, that the Shinsengumi could attack a meeting between high ranking samurai and politicians, slaughtering those who resisted and capturing the rest?

One thing was sure: everyone who favored the rebel movement was enraged by the raid. Yet, that rage was tainted by fear. In one decisive strike, the Shinsengumi had proven they were a force to be reckoned with and a true threat to the rebels.

Unfortunately, the situation had driven most of the rebels into hiding, which meant that there was nothing for Kenshin to do. No jobs, no guarding... nothing at all.

It wasn't easy to be so alert, but unable to make a difference.

Perhaps it was unavoidable that Kenshin found himself rebelling against Katsura-san's wisdom. He acquired a hat to cover his eye-catching hair, and took to wandering through town, listening to the rumors.

It had been some time since he had bothered to keep up with the talk in the town. After all, since Hitokiri Battousai's terrifying deeds had become the constant topic on people's lips, there had been little joy in listening. Yet the Shinsengumi's success had changed everything in one night, from the topics to the tone of people's rumor mongering.

Who cared to focus on one measly assassin?

No matter how mysterious or fearsome, even Hitokiri Battousai had become old news by this point. No, the Wolves of Mibu were a far better subject. However, unlike before, when people had always had something ill to say about the Shinsengumi, now those sneers were accompanied with real respect and fear.

The same could be seen at the inn. The threat the Shinsengumi poised had absolutely everyone on edge. The Choshuu men were tense and Iizuka-san was constantly running between safe-houses and meeting spots, trying to calm everyone down. Even Okami-san and her employees were stressed.

Something was going to happen, and soon.

Everybody knew it.

The stress and worry made it impossible for Kenshin to relax. Yet, for all the visits to town he risked and the hours he spent in the backyard repeating his kata, his restlessness was growing, becoming harder to contain.

The feeling was getting worse by the day.

It was getting to the point that Kenshin wished for a job. Or something, anything useful for him to do. This waiting, listening to whispers and tales that grew wilder by the day… His restlessness was feeling less and less like an itch, an annoying but necessary evil. No, it was like the walls were closing in, trapping them from all sides.

Kenshin had absolutely no idea how to relieve the stress.

He tried all his usual tricks. He had even ignored his embarrassment and had taken to spinning Kasumi's top in Tomoe's presence – to no avail.

Nothing worked.

Through it all, Tomoe was a quiet shadow by his side. Whenever she was not working, she was with him, and her calming presence was the only reason why he hadn't done anything stupid, like get into a fight. A few men residing in the inn had managed to do that just last night; they had gotten back late, drunk and covered in darkening bruises.

Now, Kenshin was again playing with his top, sitting in his corner, leaning his back against the book stack. It was just an evening like all the others. The restlessness was crawling just under his skin and the sweltering, humid heat of the summer evening was making it impossible to even think of training till exhaustion. Tomoe sat with him in silence, embroidering delicate patterns into her shawl in the candlelight.

It was getting late.

"Why the top?"

Her soft voice pulled him out of his thoughts and Kenshin blinked, completely surprised by her interest.

Tomoe had set down her shawl and was looking at him strangely, her head tilted in curiosity.

"Uh…" Kenshin started. What should he say to her? "Well, it was a gift. A woman named Kasumi gave it to me when I was a child."

"So it's a memento?"

"Err… yes," he stammered, looking aside awkwardly. When the top toppled over, he took it in his hands again and tied the yarn around the knob methodically, setting it to spin.

Shyly, he stole a glance at her between his lashes. _What is she thinking?_

He wasn't sure why, but her eyes looked almost soft, not quite as unreadable as before. Her ki was the same, though the feel of her coldness had melted, the biting edge tempered down to a quiet warmth.

"What does it remind you of?"

Kenshin frowned in thought, not quite sure how to answer.

The top was a real, tangible connection to the past from before the sword and the duties of Hiten Mitsurugi. It reminded him of a time when he had been loved and was taken in by a kind woman, how she had sacrificed her life just so that he could live... when he, too, had been a slave, just like Kasumi, and how the Bakufu's laws and government hadn't been there to protect them.

_What can I tell her? _

The top meant so much to him. It was just an old toy and yet, it had become a reminder of…

"Why I need to fight." Kenshin finally resolved. "The top reminds me why I need to protect people."

Tomoe nodded gravely, "I see."

And right then, he couldn't help noticing she looked sad, like she had remembered something better left unsaid as well.

Silence fell between them.

He didn't know what to say to her, so after a moment, Kenshin continued to spin his top and she returned to her embroidery. Every now and then, he would glance at her from the corner of his eye and wonder what was left unsaid between them.

Was she thinking of what she had lost? How little she had now? Or was her morose mood because of how small their world had dwindled in these past few weeks of living in seclusion, trying not to be noticed while the city shimmered with rage and fear and rumors.

Kenshin was beginning to understand that they really were alike. Both of them were alone, sad… trying to get by. But unlike him, she didn't have a sense of purpose, conviction to fight for a cause. She just _was. _She lived day by day, trying to survive.

And yet, she had asked to stay by his side.

_What did she mean earlier, saying that she wanted to be a sheath for my madness?_ Kenshin frowned. True, he had been feeling better with her by his side. The blood still haunted him, but lately he hadn't had so many nightmares and sake had even tasted good.

Maybe he had been going mad: all those sad thoughts, anger, desperation… restlessness.

_But what does it mean that I can't relax now?_

Tomoe was right there. Her familiar ki felt just as nice as always. Listening to her steady breathing and to the soft repetitive noise of her needle and thread sliding through the fabric as she embroidered her shawl was just as calming as it had been since the first night they had shared this room.

It felt like a failure to not be able to calm down, to not be able to let go of this restlessness.

_I really should try to get some sleep. It's getting rather late anyway and it can't be pleasant for her when I'm keyed up like this… _Kenshin's eyes widened in alarm at the thought. Was he disturbing her right now? Maybe the only reason why she hadn't already gone to sleep was because she couldn't, not when he was tense like this…

It made him feel like he was even more of a failure. The last thing on earth he wanted was to cause her distress! She already had so many difficulties, she was so sad and lonely. And now she had to put up with this, his madness?

Kenshin stared at his hands. They weren't shaking, but his fingers tingled with the need to hold something solid. A sword?

_There are no threats in here! Even I know that!_

The top was on the floor, not spinning anymore.

_When did I let go of it?_

The nervous energy was pooling inside him, like a coiled beast wanting to move. Kenshin swallowed in shame, looking down at his hands, and he admitted in a low voice, "I can't calm down. I try and try… but I _can't_."

A cloth rustled as she put aside her embroidery. She was looking right at him, before she nodded decisively and said, "Please, allow me."

_What? _Kenshin gulped.

She gracefully rose to her feet and walked over to him. Quietly, she knelt at his side, closer than ever before and reached into her sleeve pocket, taking something out. A comb?

_Oh..._

"When I was a child, my mother used to do this. It felt comforting," she said softly, reaching for his hair and untying the leather cord around his ponytail.

Kenshin froze and the tiny hairs at the back of his neck stood up. It was electrifying. The nerves in his neck and scalp tingled, shivers dancing on his skin at her touch. He was almost jumping out of his skin, the need to run, to shy away from her touch was so strong… and yet, this was Tomoe and he trusted her.

And if she wanted to do this, if she thought it would help? Kenshin squeezed his eyes shut and decided that he wouldn't move. No matter what she decided to do, he wouldn't move. If she wanted, he would allow her to do _anything_.

Her fingers combed slowly through his hair. Then she took the length of his long hair into her hand and began untangling the ends with her comb.

Kenshin had never been particularly meticulous about his hair. It grew freely and every now and then he worked through the worst of the tangles with his fingers. When it became too matted with grime he washed it with water, wrung it out, and let it dry. The approach had worked perfectly fine for him thus far.

Yet, when he finally dared to glance at her, she didn't seem pleased. Her eyes were narrowed in concentration as she combed through the tangles, trying not to pull too hard.

"You should take better care of your hair. It's a mess," she said, letting go of the length of his hair and running her comb through it freely. Untied and untangled like that, he could feel the weight of his hair all the way to his lower back.

_Huh…_ Kenshin blinked. He hadn't even noticed it getting that long.

When he was young, he had kept his hair shorter because it had been a pain during training. Not only had it tangled easily, catching things like leaves, twigs, and nettles during spars in the forests, but Master hadn't been shy about grabbing it. After all, long hair was a weakness to exploit for those without honor, and for a student of Hiten Mitsurugi, it would be unimaginable to fall to such an easy tactic.

Master had kept his hair long with pride. For a swordsman of his caliber, long hair wasn't a weakness – after all, no one could get close enough to use it against him.

Now, in Kyoto, the same could be said for Kenshin. He hadn't thought of his hair, because it hadn't been a problem. It was a strange thing to realize. Not one of his targets had given him any more trouble that the bandits had given Master.

Tomoe kept working through his hair with steady motions, all the way from his scalp to the ends. The comb didn't get stuck anymore. Instead, it was just a gentle pulling.

It felt almost relaxing.

And Tomoe's ki was becoming warmer?

"I have always wanted to do this, to brush someone's hair," she remarked softly behind him.

"Why didn't you?" Kenshin found himself asking. Not out of need to know, but mere curiosity.

"My mother died when I was young and after that… there was no one. I had a few acquaintances, but no real female friends."

"Oh…" No wonder she often seemed sad and lonely. Attempting to distract her a bit from her memories, Kenshin volunteered, "I didn't have any friends either. I spend most of my childhood training in swordsmanship."

"Ah," she said, her ki turning a shade frostier.

Well, that was smooth of him. Kenshin cringed. A good distraction, truly. How was she supposed to forget her past and worries when he shoved the fact that he was a killer in her face?

Kenshin sighed, shame churning in his gut. Why was he such a failure? He was always pushing the situation from bad to worse with his ineptitude. He liked Tomoe. A lot. She was kind and calm, beautiful… and she could stand him.

She was even brushing his hair to help him calm down!

But all he could do for her was remind her of the horrors she had suffered and make situations awkward. He wasn't good at talking to people. He truly, truly wasn't. But…

"You are so young." She interrupted his fretting thoughts. "I can't see how you can stand to fight in this horrible shadow war."

"I'm not that young!" Kenshin denied immediately. He wasn't, not like that. He hated when people kept saying he was a kid. Just because he happened to be somewhat short...

"Oh?"

"Errr..." Kenshin hesitated, glancing over his shoulder at her. "Uh, well... I think I'm fifteen."

"You think?" she asked, disbelief in her tone.

_Well, put like that… I guess it sounded pretty stupid._ Kenshin straightened, feeling the heat on his cheeks. "I think I was born in summer, but I can't remember for sure." Then he frowned, struck by an idle thought. Because he, too, had been wondering, "How old are you?"

She paused her motions, her ki shifting warmer again. "I'm eighteen."

For some reason that tidbit felt really good. She wasn't _that_ much older than him. In the eyes of society, neither of them were kids… They were old enough to do what they wanted.

"There, all done," she said, running her comb through his hair a final time and then gathering it into her grip, tying up his topknot like it had been.

Kenshin was a bit disappointed that it was over. It had really felt quite nice. The restlessness had abated like it had never even been there, leaving behind calmness. Feeling like this, sleep would come easily. He turned around and smiled. "Thank you."

A faint pink blush rose to her cheeks in return.

* * *

><p>At the beginning of August all the men residing in the inn were called to attend a meeting in the common dining room. Standing in front of them were Iizuka-san… and Katsura-san with his bodyguard Katagai-san? All three of them looked grim, but the worst looking of them was Katsura-san. The leader of Choshuu Ishin Shishi had dark lines under his eyes and he was tense, every inch of him screaming of bone-deep exhaustion.<p>

Everyone present seemed to notice it with alarm.

Kenshin found his place next to the wall, on the sidelines. As usual, an empty space was created around him as no one seemed to be willing to stay in his vicinity.

"There has been call to arms," Katsura-san began gravely. "Choshuu is marching to the capital. As of now, just over two thousand men are gathering outside of Kyoto, to the south and southwest. If the Choshuu clan's demands aren't heard and the Ikeda-ya slaughter isn't investigated, they have decided to attempt to move the Emperor to Hagi and reinstate the government there."

A stunned silence landed on the room. It was so thick, heavy with tension, that one could have cut through it with a knife.

Kenshin didn't know how to react to the news, either. It was staggering. A war? Now?

Already?

The Bakufu was strong. There were more samurai in the city than ever before. Thanks to the Shinsengumi's gambit at the Ikeda-ya, there was talk among the townsfolk that the Bakufu was finally getting its act together, that the rebels' daring acts were just cruel murders without purpose…

And taking the Emperor to Hagi?

What on earth?

"The Bakufu outnumber us heavily." Katsura-san's strict voice cut through the silence. "As of now, there are over fifty thousand samurai in the city, both provincial troops and policing forces. However, it's impossible to know for sure how many provinces will lend their strength to the Bakufu. We have managed to diminish their base of support with our strikes. Yet, make no mistake: this will be a bloodbath."

Katsura-san paused and turned to look at them, like he was talking to each of them separately. "I am not going to support this madness. I hope that you won't either. However, you have the right to decide for yourselves. The Bakufu has given Choshuu until the 19th to withdraw… The attack will come before that."

Silence.

Kenshin swallowed. A war. It sounded like madness, but could it work? If it was done right, could two thousand men attack the Imperial palace and take the Emperor? Maybe, if the Bakufu was disorganized, if there was no coordination between their forces…

The Bakufu had lot of men, true.

But they weren't a single unified army, not in the least. Worse, unlike the Shinsengumi and Mimawarigumi who had fighting experience from their clashes with the rebels, most of the countryside troops were fighters in name only. The long peace of the Tokugawa reign had robbed them of their will and means to make war. Most of them were men who had gotten used to their comfortable duties and stable stipends.

Only the largest provinces had the need to keep a meaningful number of their samurai fit and trained.

So the real question was, which of the large provinces would support the Bakufu? Aizu for sure; the province had over five thousand samurai and they had been supporting the Bakufu for ages. Another sure bet was Satsuma. They had always done some manner of trade with foreigners, officially sanctioned or not, which put them at odds with Choshuu's call to expel the barbarians. Not to mention Satsuma had an old _grudge_ – to put it mildly – with Choshuu.

With those two provinces alone, the Bakufu would have nearly ten thousand men near Kyoto, Kenshin realized with a frown.

Three to one odds, even in the very _best_ case scenario.

The distance from Kyoto to Choshuu was over 340 miles.

At worst, Choshuu wouldn't raise any support and they would have to fight all of those fifty thousand men while retreating south through several provinces.

Who could say if any of those provinces would grant them safe passage? If those provinces saw an opportunity, what would keep them from turning against Choshuu? Mito, Owari, Kii, Kuwaga, Hikone… oh god, the list was endless.

Kenshin drew a tense breath, his stomach dropping. It was hopeless. It would never work, not like this. There were simply too many against them, too many who would benefit from Choshuu's misfortune.

There was a murmur going through the crowd as people conversed. Katsura-san sat silently before them, available for their questions, but allowing the men to decide where they stood on their own.

Then one of the samurai stood up proudly. "If Choshuu calls… I'll answer. It might be a tough battle, but I am not a coward."

That single opinion was all it took to break the dam and people rose to their feet, some shouting their agreement and others their displeasure. Accusations of madness rang out, followed by claims that anyone who would abandon Choshuu was a coward. That Katsura-san, too, had shamed them all with his words.

It was a pure chaos all around him.

Then, Katsura-san rose up and raised his hand… and people fell silent. The leader of the Choshuu Ishin Shishi nodded at them and turned his back, walking out the door.

The shouting started again.

Kenshin didn't know what to do. Yet, while he was as torn by the situation as everyone else, he definitely didn't want to stay in this chaos. Silent as a cat, he slipped out of the room.

Concentrating slightly, he searched for Katsura-san's steady ki and rushed to follow it. He just needed to ask for advice. Even if it was a hopeless fight, he wouldn't abandon the cause, not without a damn good reason.

He reached them just as Katsura-san and Katagai-san were heading out. Katagai-san nodded at him. However, Katsura-san didn't even turn around as he said, "Kenshin, if you decide to join the war – I understand."

_Is Katsura-san doubting me, my loyalty? _Kenshin frowned, "It's a hopeless fight… and I follow you."

Katsura-san exhaled slowly, and turned to look at him, his eyes hard and serious. "Then stay here and protect the people. The Imperial palace is just few miles from here. The fighting might spread out and the city is filled with people because of the festival season."

Kenshin's eyes widened in shock and he didn't even recognize his own voice as he whispered, "Can it be stopped?"

"No. Not anymore," Katsura-san said quietly, and left.

Kenshin was left standing there, for the first time realizing the sheer magnitude of the approaching horror.

War was coming.

* * *

><p>It felt like he was sitting on a powder keg, knowing there was a war coming… and not being able to do anything about it.<p>

If people knew about the attack, the Bakufu would gain even more supporters and then the rebel army would face impossible odds. No, they couldn't even warn anyone, not without destroying the slight chance the rebels had of winning.

For Choshuu to have any chance of capturing the Emperor, they would need to mount a fast, surprise attack, so the Bakufu wouldn't have the chance to gather their divided troops to respond.

However, knowing the truth didn't make waiting any easier.

The Imperial palace was well within the city proper. There were literally thousands of people living nearby it, thousands of homes threatened by the attack. What would happen to them? Was the Bakufu doing anything for them? Did they even know enough to have a plan for evacuating the people? Surely they had heard of Choshuu's threats, but was it enough?

It was killing Kenshin to not know, to have no chance of stopping it.

When the 19th came, Kenshin left the inn to wander the streets before sunrise. Only a few miles from the Imperial Palace, the early risers and merchants were trying to conduct their business normally. Yet, there was a tense anticipation in the air, spurred forth by the groups of many different provincial troops patrolling the streets on high alert.

Kenshin tried to avoid being seen. His hair covered with a hat, he stuck close to walls and shadows whenever patrols passed him. It was what everyone did, truth be told. The townsfolk might not have known what was going on, but no one wanted to risk annoying tense samurai with hair-trigger tempers.

After all, samurai had the right to kill if they felt insulted, so seeing all these armed men on the street would have made anyone wary.

Kenshin was heading back to the inn when cannon fire rang out in the distance, their roars descending like the wrath of gods. People turned to stare in shock, some screaming from fright… only to see their worst nightmare come to life.

There were flames and dark pillars of smoke rising on the horizon.

Someone had set the city on fire.

Panicked screams echoed all around him as people dashed southward down the street, away from the fire like a herd of lambs, and even Kenshin could feel panic stirring as reality struck. The city was filled with people. The wooden houses had dried in the summer heat like tinder and the wind was blowing south. It would spread the flames like wildfire… all the way to the old town, to the merchant's quarters and narrowly built residential districts.

There was no stopping it, not fast enough.

_…Tomoe._

Kensin gasped raggedly.

He needed to get back, to get to Tomoe… to alert every remaining Choshuu man at the inn. They needed to get the people to safety right now.

He ran like he had never run before.

* * *

><p>"Tomoe! You need to get away!" Kenshin screamed as he burst into the inn, seeing her sweeping the hallway.<p>

She froze, her eyes widening in alarm. "What is it?"

"The city is on fire! Hurry!" Kenshin shouted, before dashing up the stairs, three steps at a time, darting into the men's rooms, kicking and pulling them awake. Out of about twenty men who resided in the inn, half had left in the last week to join to the Choshuu men gathering outside the town. The few that were left were all lower-ranked men, ronin, or those who weren't shy about their distaste for war.

When he had awoken everyone, Kenshin found himself surrounded by all the people in the inn: the men, Okami-san, and her two serving girls. A desperate need pushing him, he didn't even stop to hesitate speaking aloud, to explain them what he had seen: the Bakufu's patrols heading to the Palace, the cannon shots, and the fire on the horizon.

"If we don't do something, people will be trampled in the chaos. The wind is blowing south, spreading the fire fast. We need to help the people, direct them out of the harm's way," Kenshin was explaining hurriedly, when a samurai stormed into the inn.

It was Tanaka, one of the men who had left earlier to join the fight, and he was bloody, his eyes wild as he shouted, "They are going to make it! Choshuu is going to succeed! The fire is covering our retreat! Everybody, come! We need to help them out! The rebels will win this war!"

"Fuck the war!" Kenshin shouted, his ki lashing out with his emotions. Never before had he felt such anger at someone's _stupidity_. Kenta joined his side, as he raised his voice, "Listen to me! Whether Choshuu wins or loses, it's out of our hands. You have made your decision already. It's the people, the ordinary townsfolk who need our help. We need to get them out of here and moving in the _right direction_!"

And somehow, everyone – even Tanaka – froze at his words, staring at him like they had never seen him before.

"Now focus! Kuwaba, run to Kawaramachi and alert the other Ishin Shishi who are abstaining from this war. Yoshiwaru, go and gather the firefighters! And the rest of you, get people moving to the east, to the mountains – not south where the fire is spreading! Okami-san, gather what you need and get out of here. The fire will be here soon!"

Everyone stared, their mouth gaping…

Kenshin shouted, "Move!"

And just like that, they _did_.

Only Tomoe stood there in the hallway, alone like a white ghost, her eyes open wide in shock. Then, she struggled to gather her resolve, clenched her fists tight and said evenly, "I will help Okami-san and the people here. Please, go help the others."

It was then that Kenshin saw the core of her strength, her willingness to fight for what was right.

He didn't argue, just nodded at her and left.

There were people who needed his help.

* * *

><p>The smoke was heavy in the air as the streets teemed with a panicky herd of people heading south. Most had tried to grab whatever possessions they could, and some were trying to push through the crowd as fast as possible. The shouts and screams echoed all around them, the smallest voices lost in the noise. The crowd didn't care who got left behind or trampled in the chaos; children, the infirm or the elderly.<p>

Kenshin had never seen anything so terrifying.

The panic around him was a thousand time worse than the festival had been. The fear was suffocating. The shouts and screams and horrible crackle of fire getting closer melded together into almost indistinguishable wall of noise.

It was almost impossible to think.

What was worse was how people kept choosing the main roads, heading south… not realizing that they could never outrun the fire, not when the streets were packed full, becoming a bottleneck for the crowd.

Hopefully his warning had been enough. Hopefully the men of the Ishin Shishi could come together and make a difference, direct them to the east further down the road… because alone, Kenshin was too small, too weak to do it by himself.

The fire was getting closer.

Kenshin swallowed, and headed towards it, rushing to help the stragglers. Trying to focus on flickers of ki, he ran through the buildings and small streets, zeroing in on presences that were stuck or trapped, and doing his best to get them moving.

The closer he got to the fire, the more desperate the fight against time became.

But with Kenta at his side, directing his ki to his blade, he could cut through rubble and walls, break down doors and barricades for anyone left behind.

He lost track of time, he was so focused on finding people and getting them moving. His voice was hoarse from shouting, his eyes were dry from the heat, and it was difficult to breathe from the smoke. It hurt to channel his ki, to try to focus on the presences around him.

He cut and cut, pulled people from the collapsing houses, pushed them to run…

When the fire reached Okami's inn, Kenshin was on the verge of collapsing from sheer exhaustion. Yet, the streets were empty, the crowd having fled, and he couldn't feel a single flicker moving behind him, only the heat and smoke of the fire spreading from one house to the next.

Kenshin gasped in relief, and ran.

He found Tomoe a couple miles to the east, where a group of children were gathered around her, holding her hands. People moved past her, but every now and then someone would shout a name and a child would perk up and rush to them.

She had been helping children lost in the crowd?

The few boys and girls with her weren't screaming or crying anymore. They huddled next to her for comfort, listening to her words. It was like her natural calm and fearlessness had eased their panic, allowing them to trust her to find their families. Amidst all the chaos, those children saw what he did, that she was a calm spot in the sea.

She was... _awe-inspiring_.

An aching warmth spread in his chest at the sight, and at that moment, Kenshin realized that he loved her.

Not in the quiet, unspoken manner he had witnessed between Master and Osumi-san, from Master looking at Osumi-san or how Osumi-san had smiled back, inviting his glances. Not in the manner he had heard the serving girls whispering about the samurai in the inn, evaluating everything from their looks to their wealth.

No… Tomoe meant more to him than that.

Her quiet grace, her strength, her kindness... she was everything he had ever wanted. The warmth in his chest took on an almost painful edge, a yearning for more. How wonderful would it be to curl closer to her and wrap himself in her calmness?

Kenshin gasped, and looked aside.

How dare he think such thoughts now?

Disaster was just around the corner and the endless stream of evacuating people had just lost everything they had. And while he was worn to the bone, filled with numbness and hurt, there was still work to be done, people that needed help, and he still had two healthy hands. It was as simple as that.

Kenshin raised his gaze and searched for Tomoe's eyes over the morose crowd. Her eyes widened at the sight of him. He nodded at her. Just once, but it was enough.

Then he turned around and headed back to the town.

* * *

><p>The wind blew south, spreading the fire all the way to the residential districts, the merchant's quarters and where the lower castes lived. It kept burning throughout the day and evening, covering the city in a veil of smoke. The little they had managed to do, Kenshin, Tomoe, and the few Ishin Shishi men who had stayed back at the inn… it seemed insignificant in the scope of all that horror.<p>

However, by the night's end, the flames were finally burning out. Whole districts lay in ruin, along with most of the southeastern side of Kyoto.

Even amidst the disaster, Kenshin had seen Choshuu men escaping from the Imperial palace and Bakufu men chasing them through the crowd, careless of the chaos all around them.

It was like the war had driven men on both sides out of their minds.

Tomoe agreed with him. "They can't see anything but war and revenge. The Bakufu and Rebels, both sides are lost in their madness and in the middle are the ordinary people, just trying to survive."

* * *

><p><em>All this ruin… for nothing.<em>

Katsura sighed sadly, staring at the smoldering city before him.

A few hot tempered idiots, some misinformation, exaggeration and a prisoner who knew too much: it didn't really take all that much for a disaster like this to happen. Just those simple things and the Shinsengumi had raided Ikeda-ya, and had sent the volatile Choshuu leadership up in arms. All they had was an army of little less than three thousand men and a daring plan… but waiting for them at the Imperial palace was an enemy over twenty thousand strong and Satsuma's four western field guns.

An inevitable outcome: over two hundred Choshuu dead and just few dozen casualties for the Bakufu.

Just those losses would have been an inexcusable tragedy, but then the fools had set the city on fire.

Katsura sighed.

On this bleak morning, even he felt ashamed to call himself a Choshuu rebel.

By conservative estimates, over twenty-five thousand houses had been destroyed by the fire, a large proportion of the city. The wind had blown the fire throughout the city, spreading the flames until it had been impossible to stop them. There had been countless civilian casualties – no one could even venture a guess of how many.

Adjusting the reed coat over his shoulders, Katsura shivered, the weight of shame and defeat hanging heavily on his shoulders. In spite of all he had tried to accomplish, it had come down to this.

"Look at us now… Kyoto's Choshuu faction is destroyed. We are being pursued as enemies of the Emperor. In Hagi, the conservatives are gaining power. There's been a reversal in the provincial government." Katsura sighed again. "I'll stay in hiding for a while. I can't go back to Hagi, but if I stay here, I'll be caught."

Above him, leaning against the bridge, the boy asked softly, "What should I do? The inn was burnt to the ground…"

Katsura frowned in thought.

With Choshuu's position in Kyoto in ruin, and both the Bakufu and his own clan's government hunting him, his means had grown limited. Yet he had made some preparations for worst case scenarios early in the summer, back when the secret of Kenshin's identity had started to fray.

If nothing else, those options were still there.

"I have arranged for a house in a village outside the city, in Otsu. You can hide there until you decide what to do. I'll contact you through Iizuka."

That would take care of Kenshin, but… there was still the girl. She had worked her magic and Kenshin had been getting better in her presence, enough that even he had noticed it.

"Tomoe-kun."

"Yes?"

"If you have nowhere to go, could you live there with Himura? A young couple will avoid suspicion more easily than a young man alone. Of course it would be just be for show."

_Look after him, please_, Katsura thought and climbed to his feet tiredly.

Today, on this terrible morning, he might as well be the beggar under bridge he was dressed as, the reed coat and hat hiding his well-known face.

Hunted by both the Bakufu and Choshuu traditionalists as a scapegoat for this disaster, the man named Katsura Kogoro was crushed, his life's work scattered to ashes and his reputation in ruins. But his teacher's, Yoshida Shoin's, creed was still with him, and in spite of this disaster… he would rise again.

For the future of the country, the Ishin Shishi would rise again.

* * *

><p>Kenshin leaned against the bridge railing and watched Katsura-san walk away. Never before had he seen his leader look so… defeated.<p>

If he was perfectly honest, he felt the same. Every inch of him was hurting, the numbness of exhaustion pressing heavily on him. If he allowed himself to, he could sit down right there and sleep for a day.

Sighing, he glanced at the woman beside him.

Tomoe looked just as bad as he probably did. She was covered in soot, dirt, and sweat. Yet, she had been a huge help, standing by his side through thick and thin. Even now, she had followed him to meet Katsura-san.

With the inn burnt down, the rebels hunted as enemies of the state… they had nowhere to go.

Kenshin had trusted that Katsura-san would at least have a suggestion for what they should do, but in his wildest dreams he hadn't expected this. A safe house in the country, just for him and Tomoe?

It sounded too good to be true.

A break from the fighting, staying hidden somewhere with just her…

But what if she didn't want to go with him? She had stayed with him at the inn because Okami-san had offered her work. They had shared a room out of necessity. But now, there was no work for her, no chance to earn money for a new start.

Simply put, she didn't _need_ to stay with him.

He was stained and almost broken. There was nothing he could give her, nothing that would make her want to stay. She had survived hard times before, there was no doubt she could do so again. So given the chance to choose, why would she choose him?

Kenshin sighed. He truly didn't want to be alone, not again. The very thought of living alone felt terrible. But she deserved to make her own choices.

"What should we do?" Tomoe asked quietly, looking at him seriously. "I don't really have a place to go, but…"

Kenshin squeezed his eyes shut, his stomach lurching with disappointment at her words. Didn't she realize that she could do anything she wanted? She shouldn't make this decision out of need! Not this. The last thing he wanted was for her to stay with him because there were no _better options_.

"It's not as though you have nowhere to go. If you need money for travelling, that can be arranged," Kenshin bit out harshly, looking aside.

As soon as the words left his mouth, he cringed, feeling ashamed of his temper.

It was just that... he loved her.

He knew she couldn't ever feel the same for him, but even if she felt just a fraction of what he did, it would be… no. She liked him, too. A little. She had said _we. _She had asked to stay with him, to be a sheath for his madness.

Actually, hadn't it been her who had asked to stay with him in the first place?

Humbled by the realization, Kenshin turned to meet her gaze, and a bit hesitantly, said, "I guess… it's wrong of me to leave it all up to you. Let's live together. I don't know how long it will last, but it doesn't have to be for show."

Her eyes widened at his words, a faint blush rising to color her cheeks under the soot and dirt… and then the tiniest sliver of a smile rose to her lips.

Her dark eyes were soft and her ki felt warm and welcoming and Kenshin realized finally that it wasn't just him. She wanted it too, to live by his side in the little house in Otsu.

"Together…'till death do us part."

* * *

><p><em>Betaed by Animaniacal-laughter in 18.03.2016.<em>


	24. Little house in Otsu

**Chapter 23. Little house in Otsu**

After their meeting with Katsura-san, they found Katagai-san who then provided them with a little more information about the house. The bodyguard had been running errands, trying to find out who had survived and where people had gone in the aftermath.

According to Katagai-san, the house was a secluded farm in the countryside, near the village of Otsu, a little more than a ten mile walk from Kyoto, through the mountain pass that separated the city from Lake Biwa. Otsu had a small fishing community that provided the capital with freshwater fish, and on the highland there were quite a few farms. Their place was one of those.

It seemed altogether reasonable to Kenshin. It was a secluded location, but close enough that if the rebels needed his help, he could quickly return to the Capital.

When it came to the house itself, well… by Kenshin's standards, it was huge. After all, the houses he had lived in before coming to Kyoto had been the poorest and tiniest of countryside huts. Half of this house's floor was elevated and covered in wooden floorboards, instead of more common packed mud. There was a proper fire pit and even some furniture: a couple chests, a cupboard, and a table. Household necessities were already stocked. They had bedding, towels and some stored foodstuff, like rice and dried fish.

Clearly, Katsura-san had planned ahead.

Nodding in satisfaction, Kenshin smiled, turning to look at the woman by his side, hoping against all hope that she would be as happy with the house as he was. While this was a good house, it couldn't quite compete with the standards of true samurai.

Tomoe stared mutely at the bare interior, the spots where the floorboards were leak-stained. She looked up and frowned. The roof was letting through sunlight in places.

_…Uh oh._ Kenshin cringed. A leaky roof wasn't a big deal for him. He had replaced roofing straws before, back at 12th master's cabin, but for her…

Then she nodded in determination. "It's small and in bad shape, but we can make this a home."

_Err, that's a better reaction than I feared, but… small?_ Kenshin blinked. Of course, compared to large city estates and Okami's inn, sure, this was smaller, but for just the two of them? This was a lot of space. _Where did she live before, if this is small?_

"Do we have money?" Tomoe asked, walking to the cupboards to see what was there.

"Yes."

"Then we need to go to the village. We will need to buy fresh food, soap, and more clothing. All we have are these rags."

_Oh… okay, that makes sense. _Kenshin nodded, somewhat surprised by her cool efficiency and practicality. There was truth in her words, no doubt about it. The Great Kyoto fire had robbed them of everything they hadn't carried there with them.

Fortunately, the loss wasn't a large problem for either of them. After all, the most important possessions Kenshin owned, his swords, Kasumi's top, and his savings, he tended to carry with him everywhere he went. Tomoe was the same. She carried her shawl and her diary with her all the time. The rest, like his spare clothes, traveling gear, sword cleaning kit… those were all replaceable.

Money wasn't an issue. He had enough savings from his stipend that they could live here for a while with no worries. Though with the rebel's situation being what it was, it wouldn't be a bad idea to save where they could.

Frowning in thought, Kenshin glanced at the hills all around them. During autumn with Master, they had saved money by hunting and gathering mushroom and berries from the forest. Here, the forest was higher in the mountains and it would be harder to track through it, more cumbersome to actually forage things. However, there was that proper field next to the house…

"We better go now, if we want to get back before sunset." Tomoe called to him softly, pulling him out of his thoughts.

Kenshin nodded and followed her out.

The walk to the village wasn't long, just a couple of miles. However, Kenshin couldn't quite keep from worrying. The walk from Kyoto had been long and arduous. With her kimono and those wooden clogs, it couldn't have been easy for Tomoe to walk that far, and yet, never once had she complained.

Was she in pain? Did she have blisters on her feet? She seemed tired to be sure, but that was only expected after yesterday's catastrophe and having gone the night with little sleep. But maybe she felt she couldn't say it, because for a samurai woman it wasn't proper to complain?

Kenshin swallowed in growing unease. He hadn't even thought about that earlier! He was just so used to traveling for long periods of time, but she was a… well, a lady. She couldn't be used to enduring such hardship. Hesitating for a moment, Kenshin managed to gather his nerve to ask, "Do you need to take a break? It was a long walk…"

Tomoe glanced at him. "It wasn't that long. I am used to walking."

_Huh? _

Maybe his flummoxed expression was question enough, because her eyes softened a bit and she explained, "I traveled for several weeks before I got to Kyoto."

_Weeks of travel? _

_How far away is she from?_ Kenshin blinked, startled by her words. Sure, he had noticed that she spoke somewhat differently than him. But in Kyoto's melting pot, her speech was almost tame compared to the rest of the accents. He had assumed the strangeness was because of her education, her better upbringing… and because he was from so far south.

He hadn't even thought that she could be from far away, too. A part of him wanted to question her more, to find out anything and everything he could about her.

But she always got so sad whenever they talked about the past. He didn't want her to be sad. Not anymore. And did it matter, really? They were who they were and they were here, together. The past was over and done with. It was far better to focus on the future.

Lake Biwa was far larger than he had assumed. It spread as far as the eye could see, glimmering brightly with the colors of the setting sun. It was quite beautiful. The village was fairly large as well, a few dozen houses and an equal number of fishermen's boats on the shore. There would definitely be some vendors there, selling whatever they would need.

Shopping for their necessities turned out to be a learning experience. Not in haggling or making purchases, but in a far subtler sense. It was like, in some strange way they were trying to settle into their roles as a man and a woman.

While Tomoe was older and knew exactly what she wanted to purchase, she tended to grow very reserved in public, behaving like a proper lady ought to. And now that they had agreed to be married, well…

It was the husband's role to be the speaker.

If she had been alone, household purchases would have fallen under her responsibility, but now that they were together, she expected him to buy the things she discreetly pointed out to him. In a way, it was logical. It was his money, and out of the two of them, he knew how to survive with little and had absolutely no compunctions about haggling.

He wasn't very good at it, true. He had no practical experience, but he knew how it was done. It was a game. And in order to play, he would have to be bold and decisive… so Kenshin did his best to master his hesitation and dislike of talking with strangers.

Tomoe's presence by his side made it easier, somehow. He knew that he would have her support and that the better price he got, the longer he could stretch their money. Also, a small part of him, well, quite a large part actually, wanted to impress her, to show her that he was a man, not a child.

So they managed to buy some fish and fresh greens to last them a couple of days, the soap she had been adamant about, a few miscellaneous household items she said they needed, and spare kimono for the both of them.

The elderly seamstress was all too eager to help them, tutting about how terrible their clothing looked due to the fire. Apparently, they weren't the only refugees that had passed through her shop that day. However, while she took their measurements to adjust the clothing for a better fit, she kept asking questions about them. _Personal_ questions.

Most likely she was the village gossip, the way she delighted in wheedling out details… but the thing was, she was only asking Tomoe.

It wasn't that Kenshin thought it bad that someone wanted to talk to Tomoe, especially because she didn't seem like she was overly bothered by the seamstress's curiosity, but at the same time, he didn't want anything to do with gossip. He had had enough bad experiences with people like that, with the rumors of Hitokiri Battousai, and even earlier.

Somewhat annoyed, Kenshin weighed his options for a brief moment before discreetly slipping his coin purse into Tomoe's hand.

She glanced at him in question, before her eyes widened in understanding and she made a fleeting, tiny signal with her hand, like she was saying, '_Go, I can handle this_.'

Relief coursing through his body, Kenshin headed outside.

It was a really nice evening. The sun was setting steadily on the horizon, and the weather was warm but not hot. A slight breeze tingled pleasantly against his skin. It was almost enough to convince him that the horrors and disaster in Kyoto hadn't happened at all. Yet, exhaustion and numb hurt pressed on him, rearing their ugly heads as he settled himself, leaning against the wall just outside the shop.

In the pleasant warmth, it would have been easy to find a nice dark corner and sleep for a day. Kenshin sighed, rubbing his face. Hopefully after this, they could head back to the house and rest.

Through the thin wall, Tomoe and the seamstress's voices moved closer, changing from a barely audible mumble to quiet words.

"...escaped from Kyoto. We lost everything in the fire."

"Oh you poor girl, that's terrible indeed. And that young man, is he your brother? Those swords he has with him…"

"Oh no, Kenshin is my husband."

For some reason, it felt really good to hear her say it. Kenshin smiled tiredly.

They might not be married on paper, but they were both old enough and they had agreed to it, and it wasn't like marriage required fancy ceremonies. Those were just for the higher classes, for wealthy people showing off for their families. Neither of them had a family, so really, it was just an agreement between the two of them. It was as official as it needed to be. Among the lower classes, nothing more was needed.

_Tomoe… my wife._ Kenshin smiled wistfully. "Himura Tomoe," he mouthed out loud, tasting the syllables. It sounded good. And while his name wasn't as real as hers, well, in a way he had made it his own and it sounded right. It was who he was these days.

"Your husband? My goodness! He seems so young, and that hair and those swords… they are quite frightening, really. With the city being so close, all those samurai and the talk of war…"

And just like that, the bubble of happiness he had drawn around himself burst, and Kenshin's eyes shot open in alarm. The seamstress sounded downright _wary_. And now that he noticed, the few people passing by on the street kept giving him covert looks… not just staring at his hair, but looking lower.

Kenshin tensed, and glanced down at his paired swords. He had gotten so used to carrying weapons with him that he hadn't even thought it would be strange, but these people were fishermen and village folk, not samurai. Swords weren't everyday things for them and worse, the whole point of coming to Otsu had been to hide!

_Oh shit…. _Kenshin gulped.

He should have known to leave the swords at the house. He really, really should have! They couldn't afford to attract attention, not when they knew that rebels were being hunted as enemies of the state!

Tomoe's low voice came through the wall with the slightest hint of apprehension, "Kenshin is not here to cause trouble. He just carries his swords to protect us. The times are difficult…"

"Oh, I see…"

Their voices faded back to a murmur.

Kenshin closed his eyes and exhaled, trying to keep from rushing inside. Thank god for Tomoe's quick mind! She should be able to calm the seamstress a little – well, enough that the swords wouldn't be the main focus of her gossip. Yet, while the damage was done and there was no use crying over spilled milk, it wouldn't be good to stay here any longer.

Tomoe came out of the shop sometime later, carrying bundles of clothing in her arms. She looked as exhausted as he felt, but she nodded at him seriously and said, "Let's go home."

* * *

><p>Living with Tomoe in a secluded farmhouse wasn't all that different from living with her in the inn.<p>

He enjoyed her company, truly. She was kind and soft-spoken and it was nice to be with her, because no matter what happened, she was unflappable.

However, what came as somewhat of a surprise to him was the scary efficiency with which she took over the household chores. There was a comfortable expertise to her motions, like she wasn't new to taking over a household, but rather she had done it long enough to develop her own way of doing things. It was like, for her, there was no question as to which one of them would cook, clean, wash laundry, and do other such simple duties.

In a way he could understand it, because she was a woman and all… but the thing was, Kenshin had always been responsible for those chores. They were familiar and easy and he had even come to take a small bit of pride in his skills. After all, between him and Master Hiko, it had been all around more convenient for Master to hunt, chop wood, and do the heavy lifting.

But now, with Tomoe… he was the husband.

So in the last few days of frantic cleaning and repairing the house, Kenshin had been thrust badly out of his comfort zone and been forced to tackle duties he wasn't all that good at. Not that he would ever dare mention it to Tomoe, but it was… err, somewhat strange, that was all.

There seemed to be a lot of menial tasks and heavy lifting for him to do. Anything from cutting down trees, chopping them down into firewood, and piling the logs next to house to dry, to carrying buckets full of water from the stream just behind the house, and so on.

And of course, there was the leaky roof.

Actually, that chore had been almost fun. Not only had he done it before, but it had been a good, productive way of using ki. Especially because the only ladder he had found in the farm had rotted to the point that it was only useful as firewood.

Thankfully Tomoe hadn't seen him jump to the roof, though. If she found out about ki, she would definitely think him ever weirder and scarier… maybe even unnatural.

Kenshin frowned.

When he had used the ki, Kenta had been there, but it had felt somewhat unresponsive. Was it because of how much he had been forced to rely on it during the fire? Or was it something worse? Come to think of it, they hadn't actually talked in ages. Maybe he had been a terrible friend, but Kenta hadn't seemed angry or disappointed with him, no... it almost felt like it was sleeping?

Should he take time and try to figure it out?

"Food is ready."

The soft melodic voice pulled him out of his musings and Kenshin spun around. She was waiting at the doorway wearing her new simple summer yukata and an apron tied around her waist.

She was beautiful. So calm and relaxed, looking like she was at home…

_My wife._

The thought still hadn't lost its novelty. Warmth bloomed in his chest, shoving aside all his worries and concerns, and smiling shyly, Kenshin headed inside.

As with everything else she had claimed as her responsibility, Tomoe excelled in cooking. Every dish she had scrambled together from their meager supplies had been very good. Definitely better than most of the fare he could have come up with.

It reminded him of Osumi-san's words, how she had said that while most people could cook, only a few had any artistry in it. His cooking definitely didn't have that flair, but Tomoe… she wasn't up to Osumi-san's level yet, but she wasn't far off. With time, a wider range of ingredients and seasonings, maybe she could find her calling in cooking, too? It would be wonderful if she could find something that brought her joy.

It seemed justified to give her money to buy fresh fish and ingredients from the village as often as she wanted. She accepted his offering with a certain delight and took it upon herself to visit the village almost daily. It was perfectly fine with Kenshin. After all, the village was close and their money wasn't stretched _that _thin. Besides, if the villagers didn't see him all the time, maybe they would forget about his swords?

So they settled into a routine quite easily, living in the peace and quiet of the countryside.

However, after they got most of the mess cleaned up and repaired, there was only so much Kenshin could find to do in the little house. It wouldn't have been a problem, if he hadn't grown used to always doing something or going somewhere. Just sitting around and doing nothing… it was making him restless, like he had a little itch that he couldn't quite reach.

He didn't miss fighting or killing. No, he was perfectly happy to put aside his swords. It wasn't like he could even help the rebels in Kyoto, the situation being as it was, but…

He simply had too much energy and not enough to do.

Tomoe noticed his restlessness and took to helping him in her own quiet way, brushing his hair every single evening.

It was almost a guilty pleasure for Kenshin.

But as good as it felt, he couldn't help but feel ashamed. Tomoe already did so much for him, and she was always so patient with his failures, that it felt wrong to depend on her like this.

The field next to their house was covered in weeds. It had been farmed once upon a time, but had been unused for years, and it kept drawing Kenshin's eye. He didn't really know all that much about farming and it was rather late in season to even try, but how hard could it be? He could remember a little from his childhood, from the time before the sword… and his father had been a farmer. He had a vague sense that he had helped in the field as a boy.

Maybe, he could figure it out?

It took a few days for his resolve to strengthen, before Kenshin finally dared to bring up the subject. They were finishing dinner. The food was wonderful as always, but for some reason Tomoe's eyes had a spark of displeasure as she ate methodically.

"The next time you visit the village," he started hesitantly, "could you buy some seeds?"

She glanced up, raising her brow in surprise. "Why?"

"Err… I'd like to try growing something. In the field, I mean. I could use some work." Kenshin explained and looked aside, feeling heat rise on his cheeks. He wasn't exactly sure why he felt embarrassed about this. Maybe it was because he couldn't stand the restlessness he felt but didn't know how to get rid of it, other than working himself to exhaustion?

"Oh," she murmured, her eyes softening. She had seen his troubles, too. "What kind of seeds do you want?"

"I don't know," Kenshin hedged, "but maybe you could ask around about what would be good to grow late in the season?"

"I will do so tomorrow." Tomoe nodded in acceptance.

And that was how Kenshin got the means to try out his farming experiment. Tomoe brought him seeds for radishes, cabbages, carrots, and beets. Apparently, the villager who had sold them to her had said they were suitable for this late in the season because they could handle both rain and frost.

Given the size of their field and the sheer amount of work it would take to weed it, upturn the soil, and plant the seeds, Tomoe had asked if she could help. However, as kind as her offer was, Kenshin had declined. It didn't matter how long it would take, how stupid it was to even try… he just wanted a way to waste some of his energy in a somewhat productive way.

Tomoe accepted his reasoning fairly easily, but after her own chores were done, she would lay a blanket on the grass near the field and spend time embroidering her shawl or simply watching him work until the sun set.

It felt good to fall asleep after a hard day's work, Kenshin found out. Though, admittedly, weeding and hoeing the ground made his arms and back ache _hideously_.

Another issue was his clothing. His formal hakama were really impractical for field work. The wide hem of his pants would get in the way all the damn time and the thick cotton was too warm in the sun. He would sweat like a pig, not just from exertion but from sheer heat. Because of that, he had taken to wearing only his frayed kimono with the sleeves tied up. It was long enough to fall below his knees, but it didn't exactly keep the sun off his pale legs. But a little sunburn was nothing, and his clothing alterations worked well enough.

He was almost finished hoeing the field, when they got a visitor.

Kenshin had sensed the new presence nearing them from far away, but hadn't been too worried. Given how wavering and weak it felt, no matter who it was, they couldn't be a threat.

However, to his utter surprise, he knew their visitor.

It was Iizuka-san.

The realization left Kenshin reeling. While ki presences were more of an impression than anything solid, he didn't quite know why it would change to the point that it was nearly unrecognizable. Sure, Iizuka's ki had hardly been the nicest before, but now its wavering weakness was almost off-putting.

But then again, it had been about a month since he had seen the man. The Great fire and the rebellion at the Imperial palace's Hamaguri gate had brought hard times for Choshuu. Maybe, that had been enough to bring such a change to the man?

The time since then had felt a lot longer than one month, truly.

"Hey! You are pretty good at that!" Iizuka-san greeted him jovially. Like him, Iizuka-san wasn't carrying swords nor was he dressed like a samurai. Instead, he had a large wooden chest on his back? The rebels were still laying low, then

Kenshin nodded his greetings and invited his superior inside.

Tomoe's eyes widened at the sight of them, but as if she had drawn a mask over her face, she mastered her confusion and went to prepare tea. She was really good at proper hosting, behaving with the best of manners no matter the situation, Kenshin noted proudly.

Iizuka-san frowned, following their quiet exchange.

It was distinct enough that Kenshin had to ask, "What is it?"

"I think the two of you could really pass for an actual married couple."

Tomoe tensed slightly, but kept calm and poured tea for them without a word, only tilting her head in silent question and sparing a minute glance at their guest.

_Oh, she is leaving it to me? _Kenshin paused in consideration. He still didn't care much for Iizuka-san and his terrible humor. However, no matter the chaos of the summer, he was still his closest superior and he trusted the man. Iizuka-san had been with him from the start and maybe, this was the sort of thing was that the Ishin Shishi should be aware of.

"Actually, we are getting married for real."

Iizuka-san spurted out his tea and coughed madly, staring at them like they had claimed that pigs could fly and fishes could walk on water. It was far too hilarious an expression to overlook, but if he laughed out loud, the man would never believe he had been serious...

"You got to be joking!" Iizuka-san finally sputtered.

"No." Kenshin shook his head, struggling to keep his face as calm and nonplussed as possible.

Tomoe was far better at it, he noted. She reached to wipe the table dry, and pour Iizuka-san more tea as she said serenely, "We have not yet had a ceremony, but for all intents and purposes we are married already."

She was looking at him with a soft gaze, her ki feeling all warm and safe. She was so beautiful, his wife – and she had said it, herself. How could he help answering that look?

Kenshin smiled wistfully.

Then she bowed slightly and rose to her feet gracefully. "I will leave you to your conversation. Please, excuse me."

It was the polite thing to do, to leave them alone to discuss business. After all, it wasn't like Iizuka-san would tell him anything relevant with her there, yet, it left him feeling a bit disappointed. He had grown used to having her company all the time, and besides, it has been quite fun to double team Iizuka-san, to pay the man back for his infernal humor, for once.

"I don't blame you for falling in love, but are you sure it's the proper time for it?" Iizuka-san's question pulled him out of his musings.

Kenshin sighed, and forced himself to focus on the matter at hand. "No," he replied tersely, because it was a relevant question with an all too obvious answer. They both knew how precarious the situation was. "Do you have any news?"

Like a switch had been turned on, Iizuka's gaze sharpened and dropped all manner of teasing.

A bad sign.

"Yes. Our situation is looking bleak. Because of the disaster in Kyoto, our compatriots are being purged in Hagi and the Capital."

"…Purged?"

Iizuka-san dug his pipe out of his sleeve pocket and lit it, explaining softly, like it was as obvious as the changing weather, "The conservatives in Choshuu are trying to save face with the Tokugawa. They are forcing the clan elders who supported us to perform seppuku as a sign of good faith. Ritual suicide is a daily occurrence. It's horrible news, all around."

Rising to his feet, Iizuka-san made his way to the window, smoking silently.

_Forced_ to commit suicide? By their own clan, just to save the clan's reputation? Kenshin tensed, disgust turning his stomach. He had known the attack on the Imperial palace and the resulting fire had been an inexcusable mistake, yet this seemed beyond the pale. How could the rebels ever succeed if things had gotten this bad?

_Does it even make sense to try anymore?_

"However, we managed to prevent the Tokugawa from declaring an all out war on Choshuu. Both sides have suffered great losses, and the battle is far from over. Anyway, we are currently trying to get Takasugi out of prison. Hopefully he will be able to revive the Kiheitai. If so, we will be able to turn Hagi into a battlefield."

_So it's not over… yet. _Kenshin exhaled slowly, not quite sure why he felt so unsettled, like someone had shaken the ground under his feet. His fingers tingled with the need to hold something, so he grabbed his teacup as a poor substitute for his sword.

The plan Iizuka-san had outlined sounded fairly logical, yes.

Knowing Takasugi-san, the man would be sure to get things moving in Hagi. However, he couldn't help but notice that one very obvious bit of news was _lacking_. Wetting his lips, Kenshin asked, "How is Katsura-san?"

"We don't know where he is. I am sorry to say that we believe that he has turned coward and run away."

"That's impossible," Kenshin gasped, eyes wide as saucers.

"The world is a sad and surprising place. All we can do now is wait." Iizuka-san said, turning to look at him with grim eyes.

But, but… _Katsura-san_ turning coward?

True, his leader had looked defeated when he had last seen him... but no, it simply wasn't possible. Katsura-san wasn't the sort of man to give up. No matter what happened, his leader wouldn't abandon their dream for the new era. Kenshin exhaled slowly, gripping the teacup tighter in his hands, trying to regain composure.

"I have some money for you from Katagai. That package is for you, also. It's full of medicines to sell," Iizuka-san said, pointing at the wooden chest he had left by the doorway.

"...You want me to _sell_ medicines?" Kenshin blinked at it with incomprehension.

"You need a visible source of income so you won't arouse suspicion," Iizuka-san explained, like it was obvious.

And perhaps it was, but, but… he didn't know anything about medicines! And going to villages, visiting strangers and talking to them, trying to sell them things – how on earth did they think he could do it? He hated talking to strangers. This was quite possibly the worst job in the world for him! Sputtering, Kenshin tried to rack his mind for excuses. "But there is no one around here for miles! How would they know where we get our money?"

Iizuka-san gave him a look. "You may find it necessary to travel someday. This will provide you with a good cover to do so."

Then without another word, Iizuka-san upturned his pipe into his teacup, and turned to leave. "Don't even think of returning to Kyoto yet. Conservatives and Shinsengumi are hunting for all rebels. They have killed more men than even you were able to dispatch."

The orders weren't necessary, but Kenshin nodded, appreciating the warning as he followed Iizuka outside. The fact was, he had no intention whatsoever of returning to Kyoto before he was recalled, or seeking out unnecessary fights. He had seen war and hated it, far worse than he had ever hated killing.

"I'll be back to check on you and to take you back when it's time. Farewell," Iizuka-san said quietly, before smirking a bit and raising his voice. "Tomoe, I hope you enjoy being a druggist's wife."

* * *

><p>A couple days after Iizuka-san's visit, Kenshin finally finished his project. Well, it was their project at this point, truly, because Tomoe had wanted to help him with planting the seeds. He hadn't turned down her help again, because the project had already fulfilled its purpose, abating most of his restless energy, and at that point he had just wanted to get it over and done with.<p>

Now, they were sitting on a blanket, watching the sun set over their field. The had eaten dinner there, and now they had cracked open a small jar of sake Tomoe had bought to celebrate the event.

It tasted good.

_'Or perhaps it is the company, and seeing the results of all our hard work?'_ Kenshin mused, glancing at the woman by his side. She, too, looked pleased, as close to happy as he had ever seen her, staring at their field and the rows upon rows of plowed earth.

Perhaps it was a fool's hope that anything would come out of it. After all, it wasn't like either of them knew anything about farming. His knowledge was scarce at best and as for her, well, she hadn't ever done anything even remotely related to farming or gardening before. She had admitted that to him, mentioning briefly that she had lived her whole youth in a city.

"It's late in the season and it might not work," Kenshin murmured thoughtfully, glancing at her, "but it was really nice to work like that."

"It doesn't matter whether it's going to work." She tilted her head, considering, "You didn't do it to grow something, you just wanted to do something with your own two hands."

"That's true," Kenshin admitted. "But, if something does come out of it, no matter how small the vegetables turn out to be… they will save us money."

"About money… are you going to try to sell those medicines?" Tomoe asked curiously, but there was a glint to her eye, like she knew exactly why he had avoided even looking at the damn box.

He avoided her gaze, heat rising on his cheeks. "Probably. The villagers are already wondering what my profession is. Selling medicines would help to calm their rumors."

Her ki become a shade colder, and instantly, Kenshin looked up, somewhat worried.

There was a frown on her face, before she spoke quietly. "I don't believe they think you're a rebel, and definitely not the ghastly murderer Hitokiri Battousai. However, they do think you peculiar. Your looks are…"

"I know." Kenshin hunching his shoulders, scowling, "Maybe it's good for once that I'm small and weird. There is no fear of anyone taking me seriously."

Like the sun peeking out from the clouds, her ki warmed up and she let out a small breathless cough… almost a laugh? Kenshin turned to look at her so fast that his neck creaked. She was covering her mouth with her hand and her eyes were large in her surprise, like she didn't know what was happening either.

His eyes wide in disbelief, Kenshin gasped, "_You_ are laughing?"

The breathless coughing sound continued and she wheezed, turning to look away in embarrassment, but it was unmistakable.

She was definitely laughing!

A smile tugged at his lips at the realization. He had made her laugh. A small laugh, so tiny that it could hardly even be called proper laughter, but it was a start! And though it was at his expense, well, what did it matter?

He had made her laugh, given her this small happiness… and it was the best feeling in the world.

Basking in the moment, Kenshin smiled and leaned back on his arms, tilting his face to enjoy the last warmth of the sun, allowing her time to gather her composure. He knew how important her cool reserve was to her, and the last thing he wanted was to make her uncomfortable by his company.

It took her a while, but finally she said quietly, "You are not that small, not really. Sure, you are bit shorter than most men, but you can still grow height. And while your hair and eyes are strange… and somewhat startling, you are as Japanese as me or anyone else. No matter what people say, you don't look like a foreigner or a child."

Everything she said, Kenshin had realized on his own over the years. He knew it to be true and yet, it _mattered_ to hear her say it.

All his youth, he had seen people looking at him like he was something ugly and weird. He had come to accept it. He couldn't change it, no matter how much he had occasionally wanted to. Growing up in the south, wandering the countryside around Choshuu where the hate against foreigners was the strongest, it had been very important to him that he looked Japanese. It still was, if he was perfectly honest with himself.

But to know that _she_ could see it too, felt good.

Kenshin shook his head and poured himself another cup of sake, before offering the jar to her. She allowed him to pour some for her and sipped it gracefully.

Maybe, if she could see past his strange colors, then perhaps he wasn't entirely unpleasant for her to look at? She had said he was _peculiar_ and _startling_, but neither of those things were exactly bad?

"People have always remarked on my looks," Kenshin explained quietly, "I can mostly ignore it, but I just… I don't want to be seen as a child. I am a man, not a boy."

"I wouldn't be able to marry a boy. No, you are a man," she confirmed softly.

Kenshin glanced at her thoughtfully. Again, she had mentioned marriage. Did it mean something that she kept bringing it up? When Iizuka-san had visited, she had mentioned they hadn't had a ceremony yet.

"Do you want a ceremony?" he asked curiously.

She looked aside and fiddled with her cup, before she spoke. "I know it's not practical. Neither of us have families to invite, nor do we have money for unnecessary things. As far as anyone else needs to know, we are already married in all the ways that matter. But still… I would like to have a blessing."

"A blessing? From a temple?"

"Yes," she confirmed. "My family was Buddhist. And though we weren't particularly religious… it would mean something to me."

The way she spoke, somewhat hesitant and unsure, it felt like a knife twisting in his chest. Didn't she know he would do anything for her? She had already done so much for him and she asked so little… did she fear he wouldn't approve of such a thing?

Kenshin steeled his nerves and reach across the blanked to take her hand. Her skin was cool and smooth, almost soft. There were no callouses on her fingers – hers was the hand of a lady.

She gasped at his touch, her eyes wide and her lips slightly parted in surprise.

"Tomoe… anything you want. Anything at all, I will always try my best to give it to you. So if you want a Buddhist blessing, we will get one."

Her gaze softened and she inclined her head. "Thank you… Kenshin."

The way she said his name, with such familiarity… it brought heat to his cheeks like nothing else. Swallowing dryly, Kenshin turned to look at the last rays of the sun filtering through the treetops and mountains that surrounded their home.

He didn't let go of her hand until it was dark.

* * *

><p><em>Betaed by Animaniacal-laughter in 25.03.2016.<em>
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* * *

><p><strong>Chapter 24. Growing closer<strong>

The very next day, early in the morning, Kenshin and Tomoe left to find a temple. They were no pressing matters at the house and it was a lovely morning to travel. Besides, one of the advantages of living near the spiritual center of the country was that Kyoto and the surrounding areas had plenty of temples. True, Kenshin didn't exactly know where they could find a Buddhist temple, but he figured that if they kept walking, they would come across a sign, or someone to ask for advice.

In preparation, they packed up some food, water jugs, and a blanket to rest on, if need be. Well, the last one was his addition. Tomoe was a lady and though she was resilient, he didn't want to push her when there was no need.

When it came to his katana, he didn't dare take it with him. The situation being as strained as it was, the last thing they needed was for people to think him a samurai. It was bad enough that he couldn't quite keep the southern tang from his speech, signaling to everyone that he was from seditious Choshuu. However, he did take his wakizashi and rolled it into the blanket, available at a reasonably easy reach, should push come to shove. It wasn't that he was paranoid, but he just couldn't even consider travelling entirely unarmed.

Tomoe noted his inner battle with his weapons with quiet approval – she had never cared for fighting.

When it came to clothing, they both decided to wear their old kimono. His choice was born out of the need to appear as harmless as he could, and frayed clothing seemed a reasonable choice. For Tomoe, though, it couldn't be the same – she spent a good long while brushing her hair until it shone, then tying it up neatly and adding rouge to her lips. Clearly, she wanted to look her best today. Maybe the old white kimono had some special significance to her, then? He couldn't say. She looked pretty in any case.

The beginning of autumn was showing in the shortened days, the leaves yellowing in the trees. Yet it was still warm and pleasant to travel. The rains should be coming soon. They walked in comfortable silence. There was no need to chatter over meaningless things, they just enjoyed the moment and the beauty surrounding them.

Every now and then, Kenshin glanced at Tomoe out of the corner of his eye. Being so close to her, he couldn't help noticing that she wasn't that much taller than him. Sure, with her high wooden clogs, she had a couple inches on him, but without them, the difference couldn't be _that_ much. Maybe an inch or so? He could have sworn she had been a lot taller earlier. Had he finally grown a bit and not noticed? Or maybe he finally felt comfortable enough to discount her shoes…

In any case, it was really nice walking with her.

This trip truly was a good idea, he decided. Though admittedly, he didn't have any particular interest in religion. He didn't know much about it nor had he ever had a reason to find out more. The only way the topic had popped up during training was because Master, too, had been Buddhist when it suited him – which was almost never. It had only shown through his occasional remarks and their few visits to the temple where 12th Master was buried.

The thing with religion, or so Kenshin had figured, was that only people who had the time for it got caught up in it. Mostly that meant the higher classes, or those who didn't have anything better to do with their time.

As it stood, he'd never felt that he belonged to any religion, not really. He knew that most peasants and lower classes were Shinto in faith. And while he didn't remember any religion from his childhood, he did believe in spirits. _Does that make my faith Shinto, too? _Kenshin mused. Well, not that it mattered. A blessing was a blessing from whatever god or priest who gave it, and it would be nice to have some sort of confirmation for their marriage.

It would give a bit more of an official feel to it.

Maybe then he could convince himself that this was real, that she was his wife, now and forever? Because every now and then… Kenshin sighed, glancing at her again. She was so beautiful, so calm and collected – a true lady. Maybe after today, he could believe he deserved a woman like her standing by his side.

A hollow ache rose in his chest at the thought. He loved her, almost too much, and the feeling was growing by the day, but she – well, there was this distance between them.

Her cool reserve, her calmness, her lack of expression… as much as he understood, oh god how well he understood the necessity for it, he also wanted to break down the wall around her heart piece by piece. He wanted her to smile and laugh, to feel good and safe in his company.

Just like she made him feel, the feeling growing each day in intensity.

Yet, there was this hesitation, this persistent and lingering fear that this was all make-believe, that none of the things he thought he saw in her dark eyes were real.

"What are you frowning about?" Tomoe tilted her head in curiosity.

Instantly, Kenshin looked away and reddened in shame. No, he couldn't doubt her! She had agreed to be married to him and that was it. "Nothing…"

"Are you sure?"

He couldn't voice these thoughts aloud; they would bring her nothing but pain and that was the last thing he wanted for her on a day like this. Hurriedly, he searched for something to distract her with.

Just ahead of them, two ki-presences were heading their way. Still avoiding her gaze, Kenshin exhaled and suggested softly, "There are people coming our way. Maybe we could ask if they know where to find a temple?"

Tomoe nodded slowly, accepting his words and the change in topic at face-value. Thoughtfully, she frowned, "How do you always know?"

"Errr…" Kenshin stammered. If he told her the truth, she would think him an unnatural freak for sure! But he didn't want to lie to her! Cringing inwardly, he searched for the safest words to explain it. "I, ah… it's a swordsmanship thing. I sense their life energy."

"…Life energy?" she said slowly, raising her brow.

"Um, yeah…"

However, the two women carrying baskets over their heads walked up the hill, and to his relief, spared him from continuing their suddenly awkward discussion.

It turned out that the two women did know of a Buddhist temple not too far away. It was called Enryaku-ji and it was quite famous. The locals were very proud of it.

The women thought it sweet that they wanted a blessing for their new marriage and were only too eager to point them in the right direction. "Just continue on for a couple miles and then take the road to the left… it will lead you to the temple stairs. It's quite a climb, but you will get there! Good luck!"

However, while it was nice to have their help and unquestioning approval of their plans, Kenshin had felt somewhat embarrassed by their inquiries. Tomoe had noticed it and without a further word handled the discussion with skill and grace. He was glad to have her by his side, he truly was. She had this quiet confidence and inner fortitude he admired endlessly.

_How wonderful would it to be to be that calm, to not doubt and worry over every little thing?_ Kenshin wondered wistfully, watching Tomoe bid farewell to the local women.

They found the correct path not long after and like the women had said, it was quite unmistakable. The stairs lead up the slope of the thick mountain forest, and they were quite steep. So much so that not long after they began the climb, Tomoe started to have problems. Not from overexertion, but because her geta were not made for climbing.

After battling with his hesitations, Kenshin finally dared to offer his hand to steady her.

She glanced at him gracefully and took it.

He smiled. _Maybe we are getting more used to each other?_

Her grip was steady and firm, and he matched her pace easily, allowing her small pauses without question. Being so close to her, able to hear her small pants, to see the trickle of perspiration on her brow… it was utterly enchanting and set off butterflies in the pit of his stomach. Her skin was so smooth, almost silky.

How would wonderful would it be to touch her?

To share the touches that were expected of husbands and wives? Kenshin looked aside, his breath catching in his throat. The very thought of such intimacy felt intimidating: to be so close to someone, to be utterly bare, with nothing to hide behind…

He swallowed dryly.

Even with Tomoe, he wasn't sure he could.

Even now, even after having lived the whole summer with her… he still had trouble relaxing. Physical closeness felt especially difficult, and husbands and wives, they _slept_ together.

Even here in Otsu, far away from the fighting and danger, sleeping posed difficulties for him. Only when he was calm enough could he attempt to sleep, and even then he needed his sword in his arms, another by his side, and something solid against his back. He needed to see the door, to watch all movements, to be sure there was nothing to threaten them. While these days he had managed to avoid the worst of his nightmares, he knew they were always lurking there, at the edge of his mind, waiting for him to become vulnerable.

To sleep lying down with Tomoe, touching her… It was impossible.

Kenshin glanced at her quietly, taking in the determined tilt of her chin, how her dark eyes were narrowed in concentration as she worked her way up the stairs. She was so beautiful, so wonderful… She deserved a husband that could give her _everything_.

Yes, no matter how long it would take, he decided. One day, he would be so comfortable in her presence that he would give her even that, would touch her like the woman she was.

* * *

><p>They made it up to the mountain temple early in the afternoon. The trip had been a lot shorter than he had dared to estimate, just about ten miles. However, nearly half of that had been an uphill climb. The famous temple was very old and it stood amidst the spacious grounds. There weren't many visitors, no doubt because of the difficult way there, and the monks welcomed them without a second glance and agreed to give them a blessing for a small fee.<p>

While he made the arrangements, Tomoe had done her best to freshen up and rearrange her clothing to hide the effects of travel.

The monk's blessing was different than he had expected… and it made him think. Even if he felt slightly ridiculous kneeling next to Tomoe, listening to a bald old man in an orange robe chant with a scratchy voice. He really hadn't ever partaken in a religious rite before.

"Do not deceive; do not despise each other anywhere. Do not be angry nor bear secret resentments…" the monk said solemnly.

Tomoe's eyes were closed, but somehow her face seemed sad? He ki had gained a cold tint to it, the way it always did whenever she was reminded of the past.

Kenshin frowned, thinking back to his own lies. He wasn't a samurai, no matter what clothes he wore nor swords he carried. Katsura-san had given him a name through deceit and admitting that wouldn't just hurt him, but also his leader. But that wasn't the end of his lies, was it? Just today, hadn't he been glad to avoid explaining ki to her, despite her wary curiosity? He had never even thought to speak of Kenta with anyone, either.

"…for as a mother will risk her life and watches over her child, so boundless be your love to all, so tender, kind and mild."

So really, wasn't he constantly deceiving her by withholding the truth?

The thought raised goosebumps on his skin, an uncomfortable feeling at the pit of his stomach. He didn't want to lie to her, he really didn't… but he didn't want her to look at him like he was a freak.

"Cherish good will right and left, early and late…."

Maybe he should be upfront with her and answer her questions clearly. But he had always hidden his ki usage because it made him seem even more unnatural than he already was. After all, no one ever seemed to understand it, not really. Not even Master.

"…and without hindrance, without stint, be free of hate and envy…"

But as the monk's chant continued, somehow, bit by bit, the uncomfortable feeling at the pit of his stomach lessened, the shameful doubts, the fears and hesitations giving way to understanding, and Kenshin began to see just why Tomoe had wanted to do this.

Quietly, he glanced at her out of the corner of his eye.

Her eyes were sad, her back ramrod straight as she sat with perfect posture, but her ki was warming up as she soaked up surety from the monk's calm words.

It felt good to see her find her will and resolve, her quiet confidence.

Maybe he could lean on her, whenever his fears became too much to bear?

"….while standing and walking and sitting down, whatever you have in mind, the rule of life that is always best is to be loving-kind." The monk finished his chant. In the echoing silence, he gave them a respectful bow.

It was over.

"Now," Tomoe whispered, turning to look at him softly, "Now we are married in my heart."

Kenshin gaped at her, utterly speechless...

The corner of her lips lifted a bit and she rose off her knees, offering her hand to him. "Let's return home, dear husband of mine."

His heart fluttered, and smiling, he took it.

* * *

><p>The sun had set swiftly as they had descended down the stairs, and somewhere halfway down they had finally decided to make camp for the night. It wasn't exactly safe to climb down the steep stairs in darkness and they were in no particular hurry. For once, Kenshin's cautiousness came in handy, and he arranged the blanket for her to rest on and shared the dried food he had carried on his back. It had been nice to do something so familiar, because if there was one thing he knew by heart, it was camping.<p>

He had kept watch through the night, leaning against a tree while she rested. It had felt good, to watch over her dreams. Tomoe, though, hadn't slept too well. It was perfectly understandable. While the weather had stayed warm throughout the night, the mosquitoes had bothered her some and the blanket was a far cry from her soft futon.

Despite the small hiccups, Kenshin considered the trip a success.

It seemed that Tomoe had gained whatever piece of mind she had been looking for, and he had found some certainty, some resolution of his own, too.

But coming home, the main issue with his farming experiment became apparent: after the seeds were planted, there wasn't much to do but _wait_. Sure, Kenshin was by the field every day, carrying water to the tiny seedlings wherever the ground felt too dry, plucking weeds whenever he spotted some, but it wasn't nearly enough work to quell his recurring bouts of restlessness.

And now that the autumn rains had started, peppering the roof heavily and driving them inside for the whole day…

It was hard to calm down.

Tomoe was once again brushing his hair, her strokes smooth and sure. It was comforting, but at the same time, he couldn't avoid feeling that he needed to do something, anything. It was crawling inside his bones, a persistent annoyance that no scratching could ever cure.

Right behind him, he heard her sigh and then her clothes rustled as she laid down the brush. Disappointment flaring in his gut, Kenshin started to straighten, only to feel a soft, wet touch at the side of his neck.

It sent a jolt of energy running down his spine and he gasped, turning around like a startled deer. _What was that?_ He gaped at her, only to see her eyes far closer than he ever imagined seeing them as she leaned closer and kissed him on the corner of his mouth.

He froze.

Eyes wide as saucers, his heart thundered in his ribcage as the realization dawned. _She is kissing me?_

She pulled back a little, meeting his gaze hesitantly. "…I'm sorry."

Her lips were so close, so wet and inviting, and Kenshin stared, struggling to focus. She was frowning, shying away…

_...Why is she frowning?_

She shouldn't frown or hesitate! It didn't suit her! In a mad fit of courage, Kenshin reached upwards to kiss her in return.

It was an odd sensation, to feel her lips against his and he had no idea what he should do, but when her mouth parted and her hand rose to his cheek, it seemed entirely natural to lean in to explore. It was wet and messy… but it felt good.

Her fingers slipped into his hair to pull him closer. His hands mirrored hers, and it felt _right_.

Every now and then, he would pull back just enough to gulp for breath or she would do the same, but then they would dive back in, drinking each other's taste, inhaling the same breath, exploring each other's mouths, tongue, discovering how best to move their lips, how best to fit together, to get even closer. It was almost like they were melding into one another and it was _amazing_.

It felt so good that it turned the restlessness crawling inside his bones to liquid fire, warming him right down to his core worse than any hot bath ever could. His pulse was racing, his breath was growing deeper, sweat was starting to glisten on his skin… For the first time in his life, it felt like he was _alive. _

The moment was so overwhelming, so good that he couldn't think… just do.

Her arms had snaked their way around his torso, pulling him close and he did the same. The heat was rising, fogging everything and clothes? Why were they wearing clothes in this heat? She was so close to him, her lips were so wonderful and her eyes were so huge right there in front of him, magnificent as a starry sky, and her ki was warm. It was becoming almost unbearable, the fire flowing down his belly, and it ached, oh god, it ached… until it just _burst._

Kenshin gasped, pulling away for a bit, trying desperately to catch his breath. _What..? What was that?_

Her eyes were almost disappointed as she tilted her head in question, wiping her chin with her sleeve. But there was a pretty blush coloring her cheeks and her lips were redder than any rouge could make them, red with life.

_But, but… what had _that_ been?_

_What happened?_

Then he finally felt the wetness spreading in his lap, seeping into his kimono and he froze, mortification hitting him like a slap in the face.

"…What is it?" she asked, her tone full of concern.

He turned away, heat spreading down his cheeks to his neck. _Oh no... No! This can't be happening… _

Where was the nearest hole in the ground for him to hide in? No, he needed more than that – he needed to find the deepest pit on earth to crawl into and never return. Kenshin covered his face with his hands, shame and guilt flooding his veins. _No, this can't be true. Not right now, not in front of her, no, no, no… _

"Kenshin, talk to me. What is it?"

_I can't do this, not now. Not ever!_ She would laugh at him, think him weird and freakish. This kind of thing only happened to young boys! "I gotta go." He shrugged out of her touch, and holding his kimono sleeves in front of his lap, dashed out of the door into the rain.

* * *

><p>Maybe he should have thought through his actions further, because returning back inside, wearing his freshly washed clothing that were already soaked from the rain<em> – <em>it seemed an impossible task. What must she think of him, after he had run away from her like that? With absolutely no explanation?

He ki was inside the house, steady and lukewarm. He could see a light shining through the window screen. She was most likely writing in her diary.

But how could he go back in now… when he had never felt so embarrassed in his life?

She had been so beautiful, with that flush on her face, and it had felt amazing to kiss her. He hadn't even hesitated! It had been so perfect… before _that_.

Kenshin sighed and shuffled his feet.

No matter how tempting, he couldn't stay out here either. He was already shivering from the cool rain and if he stayed out any longer, he would surely catch a cold and that would inconvenience her like nothing before. Did he really want to force her to look after him, having gotten sick from his own stupidity?

Gritting his teeth, he shook his head, and steeling his resolve, stepped inside.

Tomoe glanced up from her diary, but didn't rise to meet him. Worse, her eyes matched her ki; they were cool and hurt.

_I really messed up – badly._ Kenshin swallowed. But, what could he say to her?

Even after all this, he didn't know. So finally, he headed to the clothing chest in the corner and dug up towels and a change of clothing. Without looking back, he undressed and dried off hastily, before pulling on his spare yukata.

The faint scribbling sound recommenced behind him. She had started writing again…. _Is she going to let the matter drop?_

Somehow, that made him feel like even more of a failure.

She wasn't even going to ask, even though his actions had hurt her feelings.

"I'm sorry for leaving like that," Kenshin finally managed to whisper, staring at his feet and feeling utterly miserable.

Her tone was calm, but almost cold as she murmured, "Thank you for your apology."

He cringed.

While she had accepted his apology, that wasn't exactly a good sign. He wasn't good at this sort of thing, he truly wasn't. But what could he do? Kenshin glanced at her. She had been so perfect, while he had shown her exactly how much of a fuck up he really was, but…

Hesitantly, he made his way to her and sat by her side, just a step away from her. She stopped writing, but didn't turn around.

That was okay.

It was almost better this way. He knew she would listen, but he didn't need to face her. Closing his eyes, Kenshin took a deep breath and then, tried to find the words, "I… I, ah… you were wonderful. That kissing, it was like the best thing that has ever happened to me, it felt so good, but... but…"

She turned to look over her shoulder. "But…?"

"I, ah – I don't know why, but I just… came."

"Oh…"

"That shouldn't happen to a grown man. Not so fast or sudden like that, I think, but…" Kenshin looked aside awkwardly, feeling shame churning in his stomach.

A small coughing sound erupted from her and he looked up, his eyes widening in mortified disbelief. She was covering her mouth with her hands, her coughing sounds strengthening enough to turn into _giggles_.

_...She is giggling?_

_At this?_

Kenshin gaped, utterly floored. Sure, usually he delighted in her happiness, in every bit of laughter or hint of a smile he could draw out of her. They were so rare, like a shooting star, vanishing just as fast and all the more precious for it, but this, this was… If he had thought he felt embarrassed before, it was nothing compared to this feeling. It was like someone was squeezing the breath out of him and crushing whatever little self-confidence he had left.

He couldn't say if he made a sound, but suddenly she stopped and looked at him with wide eyes, her lips parted in stunned realization.

"Oh, Kenshin… I'm sorry. I'm so sorry." She blushed and raised her hand to his left cheek, tilting his face so that she could see his eyes. "Kenshin, it's all right. There isn't anything wrong with it. I was hurt because I didn't know why you left. I thought…"

Her soft tone, and quiet words calmed something in him, just enough that he felt like he could breathe again.

"I thought that you didn't like it, or that I had done something wrong, hurt you in some way." She paused, her eyes full of hesitation. "Or perhaps, I was touching you when you didn't want me to and you couldn't stand it anymore, because I know you don't like anyone touching you and you do your best to keep people at a distance…"

_…Huh?_ Kenshin blinked. _She was worried about hurting me?_ "No… I, ah – well, you didn't do anything wrong."

They stared at each other in silence.

After a moment, she finally exhaled in relief, "Thank goodness." She sagged slightly and let her hand drop from his cheek. However, before he could think of anything to say, she raised her gaze and tilted her head, like she was considering something. "Then, maybe next time we should take it a bit slower?"

"Next time?!" Kenshin squeaked. _There is going to be one?_

"Well… yes," she stammered, blushing slightly. "It's what married people do, right?"

* * *

><p>Somehow his lingering fears started to fade after that. It seemed that no matter how much of a failure he was or what mistakes he made, she <em>still<em> wanted him.

It made him feel better about himself, truly.

What was even better was that for the next few evenings, they had dared to explore each other a bit more with simple touching and kissing, and it had been really nice.

However, the last time that Tomoe had gone to the village, she had mentioned that the talk about them – and more specifically, him – was getting something of a nasty tint. After all, a young man, staying on his farm, doing nothing, didn't exactly invite pleasant talk. The solution to the dilemma was obvious, of course. They needed to start selling the medicines Iizuka-san had brought them a few weeks ago.

A little bit reluctantly, Kenshin finally opened the medicine chest and rummaged through it, trying to make sense of the parcels and boxes filled with different herbs. He couldn't even consider selling medicine he knew nothing about. Thankfully, on the back of each package there were written descriptions, detailing its purpose and what would be an appropriate price for it. It seemed that the chest was put together knowing that the recipient didn't have the slightest clue of how to go about the apothecary business.

The problem was that he wasn't at all familiar with over half the letters in the advice. He knew how to read, yes… but only the most common letters. While Master had enjoyed writing, after Kenshin had learned enough to get by, the lessons had winded to a halt. It had been perfectly fine – after all, swordsmanship had been far more important.

It was somewhat embarrassing to confess this to Tomoe and ask for her help – and like he feared, it made it really obvious that he was no samurai. So finally, after a bit of consideration, Kenshin told her about Katsura-san's deception, too.

"I had wondered," Tomoe said after a small pause. "It's just, there are these curious gaps in your manner, like you know something, but occasionally you become uncertain and follow other people's leads."

Well, it was true enough. She really was a perceptive woman.

It was no surprise that she was perfectly capable of reading everything on the packages, and so they studied the medicines together.

Not long after that, they began to visit the village and the nearby houses to sell the medicines.

It was a relief to have her by his side, truly. Whenever he would hesitate, he could glance at her for subtle advice and draw strength from her quiet confidence. After the sales, they would discuss what could have gone better. And while it wasn't exactly easy for him, he had always been a fast learner. So mainly, the biggest difficulties were approaching strangers, because after he got to know people, he could relax a bit and focus on sales.

What was somewhat of a surprise to Kenshin was that their house was not nearly as secluded as he had thought. They had quite a few neighbors within a couple miles' radius and most of them had children.

Whenever they would see a brood of little ones playing in the yard, Tomoe would stop to stare at them sadly.

It was curious enough that eventually he asked about it. She told him quietly that she enjoyed children's enthusiasm and their ability to find joy in simple things. He didn't know what to say to that. He hadn't spent time with children in ages, not since he had been their age, to be perfectly honest. But watching the kids play, they seemed to act like she said, happy and enthusiastic. Innocent, in a way.

Maybe, if she enjoyed looking after children… something could be done? The kids didn't seem to have anyone but their siblings to watch over them, so perhaps their parents wouldn't be opposed to a trusted lady watching over their play? Maybe it would be possible to have kids from all over the neighborhood to come over and play together?

It was a thought. Kenshin didn't have the slightest idea of how to make it happen, but it was something to remember.

In any case, he was starting to get used to the new job and had even taken to visiting the village with Tomoe on her shopping trips. It was nice to travel with her and he delighted in helping her, if in no other manner than carrying her purchases – or buying her gifts. Just yesterday, he had seen a nice handheld mirror and bargained for it fervently, because it would be just perfect for her. She was so very refined and seeing her own reflection would make it easier for her to arrange her hair and put rouge on her lips.

She had blushed prettily when he had given it to her, which had made it well worth the expense. He loved making her happy. She deserved all the happiness he could ever give to her.

Though as nice as it was to accompany her, the villagers still stared at them and whispered behind their hands whenever they visited. But their glances didn't seem quite as wary anymore. It was like the people were finally coming to realize that while he was somewhat odd-looking, he wasn't dangerous and that he had a proper profession. That all in all: "The Himuras are quiet, but they are honest, hardworking people."

It had felt good, to hear that. In the eyes of everyone around them they were a married couple.

So they settled into a nice, comfortable routine – weekly sales trip to sell medicines, housework, looking after their field and spending time together. With the constant rains and all, it had become natural to spend the time by touching, kissing and exploring each other.

The fire was crackling merrily in the fire pit, bathing the whole house in soft light, and they had settled on Tomoe's bed, sitting side by side, just kissing. It wasn't the sloppy and messy sort of hungry kisses of their first time, but a calm, relaxed closeness. Feeling each other's lips and sharing each other's warmth, finding enjoyment in simple touch.

There was heat pooling in his veins, but it wasn't overflowing – merely a steady desire.

Tomoe had a slight flush on her skin and her eyes were half-lidded, her gaze soft. However, when they parted once again to draw breath, she placed her hand to his chest to keep him still.

He blinked in surprise, but didn't panic. She had done this before and it wasn't a rejection or protest, just a silent request for a break. They had gotten better at giving these signals to each other, not engaging in such gross misunderstandings as in the very beginning.

Then she slipped her hands behind her back, to untie her obi… and he couldn't help but tense up. Before he could voice his protest, she glanced up at him and pressed a finger to his lips. "Please, I want to try something… just tell me if it's too much."

Kenshin bit his lip, nervousness stirring.

Still, despite his wariness, he was a bit curious. Nudity wasn't an issue in itself – they lived together, and while it was polite not to look when the other was changing clothing or bathing, they had seen flashes of each other. It was unavoidable, really.

Yet until now, it had been an unspoken rule to keep their clothes on while kissing. He desperately hoped that she wasn't expecting them to... do _that_. The thing that all men talked about after their visits to brothels. He just didn't think he could, and he didn't want to embarrass himself again by failing miserably. Even now, it felt like every little thing she did could rouse the liquid fire in his veins, and it would pool downwards uncontrollably and burst at the most inopportune moment without his say so. It made a horrible mess and ended things too early, every single time.

She folded her obi nicely and set it aside, then rose to her feet, letting her kimono fall off her shoulders. Her breast were bare, and the only thing she was wearing was her underskirt.

Kenshin swallowed and looked to the side, not entirely sure whether it was okay to watch. He heard her fold her kimono as well. Then she knelt next to him and whispered gently in his ear, "You can look."

Her eyes were hooded and her arm drawn across her chest was the only thing covering her milky white breasts… she was _beautiful_.

"Uh…" he mumbled dazedly, his pulse picking up speed as his mind blanked on anything even remotely appropriate to say. "Um…"

There was a little spark of mischief in her eyes and she leaned forward, boldly taking his hand and guiding it to her breast.

He hesitated.

_….Um, well, if she wants it?_

Tentatively he trailed the tips of his fingers on her skin. The sensation was impossible to describe, it wasn't like anything he had ever felt – her full breasts were so soft, round, almost bouncy. They would fit perfectly in his hands.

Her cheeks were flushed and a tiny gasp escaped her lips as his fingers found her nipple. He tensed slightly, ready to stop but as he glanced up, her gaze was inviting and her ki felt as warm as a summer day.

_Does that mean she likes this?_

There was a growing curiosity stirring inside him, and he moved to the other breast, leaning closer. He glanced up at her once between his lashes hoping for some sign… yet she didn't say a thing, merely waited, ready and willing, allowing him the freedom to explore.

Slowly he licked her nipple.

She gasped, demanding boldly, "Do that again."

Given such a clear prompt, he did so – and she rewarded him with another gasp. She truly seemed to like it and he grew bolder, daring to suckle on her breast, and she _moaned. _

It spurred him further, this insane boldness growing inside him, born out of his pride in pleasing her so obviously. He moved back to the left breast, carefully fondling her right one with his hand.

She was so sensitive, that even the slightest of his touches could draw sounds he hadn't even heard from her, sweet noises that he couldn't get enough of.

It was becoming a really, really nice game to figure out all the ways to make her gasp and moan. He wanted to please her, wanted to see to her enjoyment, and this, this right here was an _amazing_ way to make it happen.

A sheen of sweat had formed on her skin, the flush of her cheeks had spread downwards to her neck, almost to her chest. Maybe she too could feel the liquid fire that plagued him during their intimate moments? Before, on the evenings they had spent kissing and touching, she had been so calm and collected, and though she had obviously liked it, she hadn't had this sort of a reaction.

Could he find a way to make the liquid fire erupt in her? What form would it take? He was curious. He knew women were different, but it would be unfair if they couldn't feel similar things during these moments as men did…

"Kenshin, wait – wait a moment," she gasped breathlessly.

Pulled out of his thoughts, he looked up, a bit disappointed, if he was perfectly honest. He would have liked to continue, to try to figure it out…

Yet, whatever she wanted, he would give her. Sighing softly, he straightened, taking time to study her. She looked amazing: flushed red with life, sweating and breathing deeply, trying to catch her breath.

A warmth was spreading in his chest that was more than just desire, more than just satisfaction, no, this feeling couldn't be anything less than what people called love. This was a woman he loved, his wife – and he had brought out these feelings in her.

He smiled in pride.

He wanted to do it again, to figure out a way to bring her over the edge… but how? That was the question. He frowned slightly, tilting his head.

Her breasts were his new favorite, he decided, right after her expressive and beautiful dark eyes. Her nipples stood tall in the cool air, perky and reddened from his ministrations, glistening with his saliva.

It was a really nice sight.

Her breathing was steadying, he noted hesitantly. Would she want to retire for the night already? It was getting quite late, but… it would have been nice to play a bit longer, that's all.

These new discoveries were wonderful, and playing with her breasts, he didn't have to worry about the liquid fire erupting in him, but instead, he could make _her_ feel really good. It was the best thing ever. He could get happiness and satisfaction just by pleasing her and there was nothing for him to embarrass himself with.

Cloth rustled by his side and he glanced at her. She was inching closer to him…. _Ah, back to kissing?_ _Well, I can do that, too._

Like she often did, she slipped her hand into his hair, but instead of pulling him closer, she leaned backwards slowly, determinately, leading him onto the bed with her. He tensed, eyeing the bed with suspicion. But touching her breasts had been really nice, so maybe she just wanted to lie down, before allowing him to play some more?

Settling on his side, he tried his best to calm down, to allow her this whim.

Her eyes seemed hesitant as she stared at him, before she took ahold of his hand and guided it to her stomach... no, lower? She slipped their hands under the waistband of her underskirt, right between her legs.

His breath hitched. He wasn't at all sure about this, but…

Then he felt the _wetness_.

There was a slippery wetness between her legs, and it was all over the soft folds of skin, just below the curls of hair. His eyes widened at the realization. She had already come? No, she would have told him if that was the case. And while she had been enjoying herself, it hadn't seemed anywhere close to the overpowering feeling he felt when the liquid fire erupted. Maybe women were just different?

Frowning, he met her eyes, noting the hint of anticipation in her gaze and then, her nimble fingers took hold of his forefinger and_… oh, so that's her center? _The women's cavern – every man he had ever heard talk dirty agreed that slipping inside it was the best feeling in the world.

"Careful…" she whispered into his ear. "It's really sensitive there."

Kenshin nodded in understanding. Seeing how licking and suckling at her breast had made her moan, this had to be far more tender spot. Carefully, he tried to move his finger inside the wet, slippery heat. He could easily imagine just how good it would feel against his most sensitive skin… but all it took was the tiniest touch to make him come, he knew. So how could he ever endure this tight, wet warmth? Besides, it wasn't like he would ever dare suggest such a thing to her.

Pushing his finger in and out tentatively, he frowned in thought. While this felt nice, it wasn't making her gasp or moan like before. There just wasn't much he could do like this, all he could do was to move in or out, or…

He curled his finger inside her, testing an idea and she gasped.

_Huh. So it is good, or…?_

Again, he curled his finger upwards, stroking her more determinedly this time and she moaned low, an earthy sound that set off the butterflies inside his stomach. So there _was_ a difference. Hmm, it was something to think on, but still, it wasn't like it was all that difficult to stroke her, and her breasts were just there, bare and inviting.

He glanced at her, a question in his eyes.

She was watching him, her gaze half-lidded with excitement, her cheeks flushed prettily.

_Maybe she won't mind? She didn't mind it earlier… _

So boldly, he leaned forward and licked her nipple, enjoying the surprised gasp it tore from her. Suckling daringly, he prompted another moan. Yes, that was better – he grinned in satisfaction. Keeping his finger moving, pumping her core steadily, stroking her gently, he returned to suckling her nipples.

She fell onto her back, staring at the ceiling as she bared her throat, gasping for air. Her moans filled the silence of the cottage as he continued to tease her, her fingers curling tight on the bedding, seeking something to hang on to. The sweat on her skin was rising, the flush spreading nicely, and the noises she made were like music to his ears.

And when he dared to slip another finger into her hole?

Her moaning became a steady constant and she started to writhe, tensing up and then, the sweetest sound ever rose from her lips, this low and almost breathless whisper, "Nhh… Kenshiin…"

Her cavern pulsed around his fingers, wetness flooding from her center, and like a puppet with its string cut, she fell onto her back, unwound, as the tension fled her body.

_So that's what it looks like for her…_ Kenshin grinned happily, and drew his hand away from her center and dried his fingers on his wide sleeves. He sat up gingerly, mindful of the constant, aching pressure in his loins. The heat was there, ready to flare up, but it was nothing compared to this feeling of achievement – he had managed to make her come. It roused a pride in him, a steady certainty that he had done well, managing to please her so completely, so utterly, just like a proper husband should please his wife.

Laying there, spent, she looked really, really lovely. He smiled, "I love seeing you like this… you are beautiful."

A small gasping laughter rose from her lips and she opened her eyes, reaching for his hand.

There was no words to describe how good it felt.

* * *

><p>The heavy rainfall confined them to the house pretty effectively. Not that it was a bad thing, especially now that he had a new fascination to explore. It felt like he couldn't get enough of it, really. He just loved watching her come. It had gotten so that he wanted to pleasure her every day, and she was kind enough to accommodate his enthusiasm.<p>

She really was a wonderful woman.

However, as nice as it was to spend those days together, there were also problems. The constant rain and the nights growing colder were terrible for their field. It was just too wet, and each day when Kenshin went to check on their vegetables, he saw them growing worse and worse. Many were suffering, their leaves browning or wilting and curling downwards.

The worst of it was that he didn't have the faintest idea how to fix it. The best he could do was to dig ditches in the field to drain most of the excess water, but when the rains continued, it just didn't help enough.

It was disappointing.

No matter their best attempts, it truly started to seem like the field was a lost endeavor. Even Tomoe agreed with him as they morosely followed the situation.

Yet, he wasn't ready to give up yet. He had known it would be an uphill battle, this late in the season, and they didn't necessarily need it to work, but… it was their field and they had worked hard to make it this far. Maybe if rains would let up, the plants could still recover? It was nearly the tenth month, nearly winter already – the worst of the humidity should be be over soon, this high in the uplands.

It was one perfectly ordinary afternoon when Kenshin was yet again trying his best to drain away the water from the fields, when he felt a new presence approaching them. It was so small, barely noticeable… the only reason why he paid any attention to it was because of how fast it was approaching and how panicky it felt.

It was a child, Kenshin realized, watching a small form running on the road in their direction.

"Tomoe! Someone is coming!" he called out, standing up in alarm. A child running like that, feeling so afraid? It couldn't be anything good. Closing his eyes, he focused, trying to feel… no, there was no other presences near them. No one was chasing the child. No animals were following them, either.

Yet, the child was running as fast as their tiny legs allowed, and yes, they were coming this way.

_What on earth?_

Now that they were getting closer, he saw it was a little girl – and she seemed familiar. His eyes widened in recognition. The girl was one of the neighbor's kids, little Aimi-chan who lived just few miles away from their house.

"Kenshin-san! Kenshin-san! You need to come quick!" the girl shouted at him, swerving to a halt right before him, her eyes wide with panic.

"What is it?" he asked worriedly, stepping closer but not sure how to comfort her.

She was holding her stomach, gasping desperately for breath. She had clearly run as fast as she could the whole way here.

The girl hiccuped, tear tracks running down her cheeks.

However, before he could do decide what to do, Tomoe walked over to them, kneeling right in front of the girl. Had she had heard his call? Or had she, too, seen the girl run to them? In either case, she hadn't wasted a moment rushing over. She hadn't even ditched the apron she wore while doing homework, nor taken off the scarf she never wore publicly.

"Calm down," Tomoe said to girl gently, in her calm, collected tone as she stroked her shoulder comfortingly. "What happened?"

The girl's panicky frenzy was winding down and she gulped for breath, raising her gaze to look at Tomoe, before turning to stare him, her eyes desperate. "Papa and brothers are sick."

It took just that last word for Kenshin to blanch, his mind flashing to a time years ago when he had been a little boy… running to the doctor to beg for help just like this girl. His stomach lurched with dread, and all of a sudden he felt like throwing up. He wasn't a doctor! He didn't know anything about illnesses! What could he do, what could he say?

The girl sidestepped Tomoe and took a hold of his sleeve, just like he had grabbed Master's sleeve once upon a time, and looked up at him, her huge eyes pleading, her tears flowing freely, "Please, Kenshin-san! You sell medicine, so you gotta have medicine to help them! Mama didn't want me to come, but papa and my brothers are really sick. I don't want to lose them! Please, Kenshin-san! You gotta come…"

It wasn't a question of his willingness to help, but what could he do for them? His heart was beating wildly in his chest, and a cold sweat had risen on his back, the tiny hairs at the back of his neck standing up…

Tomoe glanced at him, before she reached out to cradle the girl's cheek, turning the girl's face to whisper to her gently, "Shhh, shhh… we will come and help with what we can, little one. Of course we will."

_We will? _Kenshin stared at her blankly. Well, yes... At the very least they could give them the herbs they had in the medicine chest. And if it was a question of money, they would do so for free. After all, it wasn't like their medicine stock had anything to do with their livelihood, but the rest…

_...How could I watch someone die of sickness, again? _

The girl was calming down bit by bit as Tomoe whispered to her comfortingly, her voice low and gentle. The tone was enough that he, too, finally managed to break past his rising panic and draw a good, deep breath. Closing his eyes, he drew another breath and exhaled slowly.

_Yes, we will help. _

Swallowing dryly, he clenched his hands into fists and gathered his resolve. Now was not the time for panicking, for remembering old terrors. He wasn't a tiny child who had seen his family die from cholera before his very eyes, but a man in his own right. Yes, for these people, he was the medicine seller and he better act like it.

He nodded at Tomoe and headed inside to gather the medicine chest.

* * *

><p><em>Betaed by Animaniacal-laughter in 01.04.2016.<em>
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* * *

><p><strong>Chapter 25. Competence<strong>

Aimi-chan's family didn't live far, only about three miles south, Kenshin recalled. It was a relief, because while the girl was tired from her run, she had managed to walk fine on her own, albeit a bit slower than she would have wanted.

Perhaps they could have carried her, just to make haste… however, she wasn't quite young enough for that to be proper. As a child of seven or eight years, she would have started her education, and started to help out with family duties. There were certain limits to what a stranger, no matter how well-intentioned, could and should do to help her, even in a situation like this.

Her family's house was built very similarly to theirs, Kenshin couldn't help but note. Mountains shadowed its back, fields surrounding the other three sides. Only one patch still had crops growing, but the plants were ready to be harvested – a stark difference to his own half-grown, half-drowned seedlings.

_We really were too late to try farming… _Kenshin mused, frowning a bit. Despite the afternoon sun still being high in the sky, no one was taking advantage of the precious hours of daylight. Not one soul was outside, looking for the child who had run away…

_The sickness. _

Kenshin shivered, dreading the very thought of stepping inside the silent house. How bad would it be?

_Hopefully not cholera… please, anything but cholera._

Before they could knock on the door, or announce their presence in any way, little Aimi-chan pushed the door open, and called out loudly, "Mama, mama! I got Kenshin-san to come! He came, he and Tomoe-san!"

"You foolish girl! You didn't!" an older woman's roughened voice all but growled, followed by heavy footsteps as Aimi-chan's mother stepped out. She was not very tall nor very old, but her hair had strands of gray and her face was etched with deep lines around her mouth and eyes. A lifetime of hard work had worn all delicacy out of her. She was a true farmer's wife, used to helping out in the fields when necessary.

And more than anything, she looked weary.

Kenshin had met her before, when they had come this way to sell medicines. Instantly he remembered why they hadn't come back again. Her eyes were hard, full of judgement and wariness. She was looking at him like he was a snake in her garden patch, or a spider in her kitchen, something unpleasant and to be rid of quickly.

What was her name, again?

Her husband was Kichirou, if he remembered right. Aimi-chan he remembered well, because she had been so curious about him earlier. Kenshin paused, searching for that one word that just might be enough to lessen her distrust a bit… Oh, yes. That's what it was. "Midori-san, your daughter told us that your family is sick?" Kenshin bowed politely, careful to keep his voice neutral. "We are here to offer our assistance."

Not straightening yet, he waited, as was custom. If she wanted to turn down their offer just out of spite, she would have to do it in the harshest way possible.

Beside him, Kenshin felt Tomoe's ki flickering with warmth and he spared her a quick glance out of the corner of his eye. She nodded at him in approval. So this was a correct choice, then? Maybe he was finally getting a hang of this kind of thing, approaching strangers and presenting matters correctly.

"It's true," the farmer's wife sighed, her pugnacious wariness bleeding out of her, leaving behind true exhaustion. "Then, I will graciously accept your offer, Himura-san, Tomoe-san."

Kenshin straightened, noting how she bowed in return. A hint less than he had? She didn't trust him yet, then. But that was fine – veiled distrust was far better than open hatred.

She stood up and stepped aside, inviting them inside her house.

It turned out that her menfolk, her husband and both of her teenage sons, were all sick with fever. It was quite worrying. Fevers stole countless lives every year, but it was nothing unexpected given the season and heavy rainfall. All three of the men had worked hard harvesting the fields, and under duress had caught cold before they had finished the last one.

Thankfully, Kenshin's medicine chest had herbs to reduce fever, and it was a common enough ailment that even he was familiar with the treatments.

So was Midori-san. She had already done her best to keep the men hydrated, feeding them broth and wiping their brows and chests with cool, wet cloth. However, she'd run out of herbs, and after three days of keeping watch over the sick, she had lost her temper when the fever had taken a bad turn that morning… so Aimi-chan had panicked, rushing to fetch him and Tomoe.

Though the situation wasn't nearly as dire as he had feared, it seemed that their help was needed – if only to keep watch while Midori-san rested. Tomoe hadn't had to work hard to convince the headstrong woman to gather a bunch of blankets and curl up in the corner to sleep. Midori-san had been on her last leg, truly.

Now, Kenshin was mixing some yarrow powder into tea. According to the medicine packets, it would help reduce fever.

Tomoe was wiping the youngest son's brow with a wet cloth, his fever still alarmingly high. He pushed a cup of tea to her, and helped her lift the boy up enough so that he could drink. Beside them, the oldest son was sleeping fitfully, but for him the worst seemed to be over.

Aimi-chan was following them around curiously. She had already helpfully informed them that the boys were named Ichirou and Noburou.

It was a given, of course, that the oldest son was named Ichirou. The name literally meant _first son_. Kenshin shook his head in dry amusement, turning to check on the farmer, Kichirou-san. His fever wasn't too high anymore, but he had started to develop a rather worrying cough.

_There should be something to treat that, too…_ Kenshin frowned, going back to rummage through the medicine chest. He couldn't even tell how thankful he was that their ailments were so common, so ordinary. No matter the unpleasant smell of old sweat, the unmistakable scent of sickness lingering in the air, this he knew how to handle.

Aimi-chan followed everything he did, her eyes guileless as she peppered him with questions.

It felt somewhat strange.

Why had she glued herself to his side? Hadn't she already looked to Tomoe for comfort? Well, yeah, she had… when she had been afraid. But now that her father and brothers were getting help and the situation seemed to be under control, Aimi-chan didn't have anything to hold back her natural curiosity about his oddities.

Somehow, he didn't know why, Kenshin found himself indulging her with answers of the most meaningless nature. Yes, he was Japanese. Yes, his hair was red. Yes, it had always been red. He didn't know why, it just was. Yes, his skin and eyes were really pale and yes, he knew he looked weird. Yes, he was short… and yes, he was old enough to be an adult and yes, he was married to the pretty lady Tomoe.

It was _exasperating._

But little Aimi-chan was just a child and didn't know better. It wasn't like he could get angry at her. Besides, with Tomoe's calming presence at his side, knowing that she wanted him and appreciated him as her husband, the little girl's rude prying just didn't matter. Before, yes, he would have gotten defensive. He would have gotten downright angry… but now, what did it matter if people thought him odd? He was odd, but Tomoe liked him anyway.

So patiently, Kenshin answered every question, until her well of curiosity ran dry… and the girl paused, staring at him with large, guileless eyes. "Kenshin-san, you _are_ odd – but nice."

Kenshin raised his eyebrows in surprise.

The girl _giggled_ at him. "You don't get mad no matter what I ask and you explain things so that I can understand them," she explained enthusiastically, reaching to hug him. "I really like you, Kenshin-san!"

Within her tight grip, he was flabbergast, totally at loss for how to react.

A tiny coughing sound came from behind him. _A laugh..?_ Kenshin glanced at Tomoe over his shoulder, a slightly betrayed look on his face.

Aimi-chan burst into uncontrollable giggles, letting go of him to wrap her arms around her stomach. "The look... on your face," she managed to wheeze between her hilarity.

Tomoe's ki warmed up, too, her eyes softening with affection.

Kenshin scoffed and looked aside, trying to hide the heat rising on his cheeks. Curse his pale skin. It showed his embarrassment no matter what he did. Yet, no matter how awkward it was, it wasn't bad to hear them laugh. Maybe it was even a good thing? It wasn't like it hurt anyone.

Rubbing his reddened face, he huffed fondly and returned to his task.

A smile wormed its way onto his lips, too.

* * *

><p>They spent the rest of the afternoon and evening caring for the sick, helping as best they could. It was nightfall when Midori-san woke up from her exhausted slumber. Tiredly, she set more tea to boil before saying gruffly, "You two might as well stay the night. It's too dark to travel."<p>

There wasn't much Kenshin could say to argue with the statement. While he could have made the trip alone, it would be difficult for Tomoe. Besides, both of them were still quite worried about the boys. The youngest son's fever had yet to break.

So Midori showed them to a corner where they could sleep and gave them a few blankets. Tomoe accepted her offerings graciously. She seemed tired, truly. But as they set the blankets down, using a couple of them as a makeshift mattress, she glanced at him worriedly, inclining her head to Midori-san, who was settling down near the fire pit's waning light, keeping watch over her family… and finally, Kenshin realized that they might have a problem.

He felt tired enough to sleep, yes. But this was far from the comfortable safety of their own house. Harmless as he thought Midori-san to be, she and her family were still people sharing the same space as him. But there was no way he could decline the offer to stay any more, now could he? And what if the youngest boy's fever worsened during the night? What if Midori-san needed more help?

Kenshin tensed, the trap of social obligations and the situation starting to choke him. Forcing himself to stay calm, he drew a blanket around his shoulders and leaned his back against the solid wall.

In silence, Tomoe sat next to him, close enough to be there for him, but not touching him… nor blocking his escape routes.

He noted it all, a hint of shame twisting his gut.

She had learned to live with his issues. And while he was grateful for her acceptance, the calm way she dealt with it… none of this was normal. He wasn't normal.

But it was what it was.

Midori-san made a good attempt at ignoring them, but every now and then he caught her covert glances.

It made him wish he had his sword cradled against his shoulder, something safe for his hands to hold on to. An impossible wish, of course. For these people, he was a medicine seller, not a swordsman. Yet, it felt like something essential was missing. Tiredness tugged at his eyelids, luring him to close his eyes, but the ki presences around him, the crackling of fire, the rustle of cloth as Midori-san changed position spurred on the restlessness inside him, an itch he couldn't quite scratch.

He knew he needed to fall asleep.

It was expected of him. It was expected of every normal person after a difficult day. But how could he sleep when he felt like crawling out of his skin?

The worry that this wasn't ever going to work was brewing inside him, ready to flare up into full blown certainty, when Tomoe slipped her hand out from the cocoon of her blanket and grabbed his hand, squeezing it... slipping her fingers between his.

Her eyes were tainted with worry.

Then, slowly, she started to stroke the back of his hand with her thumb.

It was an idle motion, but for some reason, it felt comforting. Kenshin inhaled deeply, trying to ignore the noises, the flickering ki presences of the others in the house. They were simple farmers, not a threat. They were his neighbors and they owed him and Tomoe a debt of gratitude…

Tomoe was breathing steadily. She had closed her eyes and her face was relaxed, yet she continued to stroke his hand with steady motions, up and down, up and down, ever so gentle and consistent. In the waning light she looked so beautiful that something in his chest _ached_.

_My wife, my beautiful, wonderful wife… always there by my side. _

Gods, he loved her so much that it hurt.

…And her thumb continued its idle motions on his skin.

Kenshin closed his eyes, and tried to concentrate on that feeling, on her familiar, warm ki presence, her steady breathing.

She was there for him. There was no threat. And he was tired. The sounds of her breathing, the steady warmth by his side, the safety of her ki that felt like nothing less than home…

_My wife._

It was almost _easy_ to fall asleep.

* * *

><p>The next morning, Kenshin woke up feeling disgruntled and confused. There were a lot of presences around him, there were cooking noises and mumbling talk… <em>Where am I? <em>Kenshin blinked, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. The house looked similar, but it was decidedly not theirs. Panic flared inside him, until he felt Tomoe's familiar and comforting presence.

Then his memories aligned. _Oh, so this is our neighbor's house?_

Tomoe was there, holding up a boy lying on his back, helping him eat. The boy was Noburou, the family's youngest son, who had been so very sick yesterday.

However, the rest of the family was gathered around the firepit to eat, Midori-san handing a bowl of broth to her husband, Kishirou-san, and then to the oldest son, Ichirou… _Huh. _

"You are awake!" An enthusiastic face popped up right in front of him, smiling wildly. "Finally! I waited so looooong! Here, I helped to make breakfast for you, Kenshin-san!"

Dazedly he accepted the bowl and chopsticks she pushed into his hands, too stunned for words.

For a while he stared at the simple miso and rice, before finally starting to eat. _Why am I this out of it? _However, food was food, and he was hungry… Come to think of it, he and Tomoe had skipped last evening's dinner entirely, hadn't they? They had been so busy taking care of the sick, they had forgotten to even ask about the possibility of food.

_Well, no wonder…_

"Morning dear," Tomoe greeted him softly, kneeling by his side and whispering into his ear with a low voice. "You slept so fitfully that I thought it best to let you sleep as long as you could."

Kenshin nodded gratefully. To be perfectly truthful, he was a little amazed that he had managed to sleep _at all_ surrounded by strangers.

It was a difficulty Tomoe certainly didn't share. Even now, not a hint of shadow ringed her eyes. No, she looked as calm and serene as always. She glanced at their neighbors, gathered to eat breakfast together, and in particular, at one enthusiastic little girl waving at them.

"We should join them," she murmured softly.

"Yes," he agreed, handing her his half empty bowl for a moment so he could slip out of his nest of blankets.

She followed his actions, shaking her head fondly before rising to her feet and heading to the fire pit. Their neighbors eagerly made room for her, even the gruff Midori-san greeting her warmly.

"Kenshin-san! Kenshin-san, come and eat! There is plenty left for you!" little Aimi-chan shouted invitingly, drawing half-amused, half-exasperated looks from her family.

"You found a new target? Sweet," the oldest son, Ichirou, scoffed, "for once you aren't bugging me, little terror."

"I'm not a terror!" the little girl denied cheerfully as she dashed over to Kenshin, grabbing his hand boldly and pulling him up to join them.

Unable to contain his smile, Kenshin huffed and allowed himself to be dragged over to join the polite company. Before he had time to think twice, he was sitting next to Tomoe and had a full bowl in his hands.

Ichirou was sitting across from him, eyeing him with slight distrust. He was a young teenager, maybe 12 or so years old – a child, still, no matter the wiriness of his shoulders and the roughness of his hands. No doubt he helped his father in the fields daily. Despite his paleness, he was in a lot better health than yesterday.

Apparently the yarrow mixture in his tea had broken his fever.

The same could be said of his father. The farmer, Kichirou-san, still had a persistent cough and he seemed weary, but he didn't seem feverish or delirious anymore. It was a relief. If he took it easy for a few days, he would definitely make it.

Only the youngest son, Noburou was still battling with the remnants of his fever, but even he was not quite as bad as he had been last night, or so Midori-san informed him with a certain softness in her gruff manner.

No, the worst was over now and the whole family seemed grateful for their help.

However, the breakfast and the tea that followed it were good for conversation and given how new Kenshin and Tomoe were to the area and how they hadn't spoken much with anyone… it didn't take much to rouse the family's curiosity. After a few rounds of idle chitchat, they finally got to the topic of farming.

"So I gather that you are new to farming, Kenshin-san?" Kichirou-san asked with a pointed look.

Kenshin felt the heat rising on his cheeks and looked aside. "Well, yes…" he murmured, "I just wanted to try it after we moved here. No matter how few plants would make it, they would be something to store for winter."

"A worthy idea, but I doubt your crops will survive." Kichirou-san smiled, a shadow of his usual jovial mood. "The rainfall was unusually heavy this year. I hurried to pull out my own, which of course got us into this pinch."

"I have tried to drain the excess water from the field, but the leaves have already browned," Kenshin explained. "I don't know what else I can do, to be perfectly truthful."

"There is not much else you can do," Kichirou rumbled. "Keep at it. Maybe it will stave off the worst of the rot, until the rains let up."

"Say, Tomoe-san…" Midori-san said, joining in the conversation, "I hear that you are newlyweds."

Tomoe nodded politely. "That's right; we were married right before moving here, at the end of summer."

"Is there cause to offer congratulations for children? I remember it didn't take us too long to have Ichirou." Midori-san smiled, a spark of mischief in her eyes.

At his side, Tomoe stiffened in surprise, her ki sharpening all of the sudden.

He too felt stunned by the question, but then again… wasn't it typical for married people to have children?

_…But Tomoe and I, we haven't even thought about it, _Kenshin realized, his eyes snapping wide open. It wasn't that he didn't know why. With war on the horizon, with the Ishin Shishi, the rebellion and everything else, the concept of children was so far out of the realm of possibility that it hadn't even crossed his mind.

"The times are difficult and we are yet young," Tomoe said calmly, her ki gaining a frostier shade… but her voice was sad?

He glanced up at her, caught by the idea. A family of his own, a family with her – it was a tantalizing thought, so sweet and perfect, if utterly terrifying in its wonder. That sadness of hers, there was no doubt that she yearned for a family, too. But even if they wanted to, it wasn't a possibility, not until the war was over, until the Ishin Shishi didn't need him… and how long would that take? Months? Years? An eternity?

He swallowed, something thick and bitter rising to block his throat.

It wasn't fair. It really wasn't… but it was what it was. He had almost forgotten the reality of why they were living here in the countryside, but the fact was, he was committed to the Ishin Shishi's cause. When the call came, he would have to answer, no matter how badly it broke his heart.

Tomoe looked at him with serious eyes, her sadness hidden behind her eyes, just under the surface. She too had forgotten the war and the rebellion.

An awkward silence fell.

"Kenshin-san! What does your name mean?" A bright voice cut through the veil of silence like knife through melted butter. "My name means lovely beauty." Aimi-chan grinned, her eyes guileless. Clearly, for her, a pause in adult conversation clearly meant a chance for her to introduce her own topic.

For a second Kenshin wasn't sure how to react to the question. It came out of the blue, tactless and even rude… but at the same time, Aimi-chan was so innocent and joyful that it was impossible to resist her curiosity for long. And truthfully, it would be good to talk of less serious matters. "That's good name. It suits you." He murmured after the slightest of pauses, struggling to pull on a smile. He too had liked the meanings of names when he had been young. "My name is written with _sword_ and _heart_."

"Oh? That's unusual." Kichirou raised his brow. "I would have assumed it was _modest truth. _That's a far more common name."

"Errr…" Kenshin stammered, but didn't continue despite the obvious prompt.

Kichirou-san was right in his remark, thought. It wasn't typical to start a name, nevertheless the name of a commoner, with such a harsh word as _sword_. But then again, Kenshin liked his name. It was one of the last ties he had to Master, and even now it meant a lot to him…and privately, he even thought it suited him. A lot better than Shinta did, at times. He was far from the gentle soul he had been as a child. Not that he could tell any of that to these people. These days, he was supposed to be just a medicine seller.

Midori-san was frowning at him, clearly deep in thought. Had his thoughtless words roused her suspicions again?

"Aimi-chan is a nice name," Tomoe murmured, joining in the conversation. "However, I am curious why it is so different from the boys' names?"

Midori-san blinked, turning to look at her, but seeing the comment was not in criticism, she scoffed in amusement. "I let my dear husband here name the boys against my better judgement. I should have known this big lump here would choose such a ridiculous theme."

"Hey, it's a time honored tradition!" the farmer protested.

"So it is." Midori-san smiled, shaking her head, before reaching to stroke her daughter's hair. "However, when Aimi was born, I had to put my foot down and pick a sensible name for my little girl."

Which of course spurred protests from both of them, little Aimi-chan for having her hair messed up, and Kichirou vehemently arguing that it was far stranger to have an obvious hiccup in a naming theme than a girl with the name _first daughter_. The oldest son followed the argument with an exasperated air, like he had heard it a thousand times.

It was amusing to follow their quarreling, especially when the kids started shooting off their own remarks, stirring up the mess the best they could. In the chaos, Kenshin and Tomoe were left naturally as spectators, but it wasn't awkward at all. No, somehow, it was nice to see people who were so down to earth and just _happy_ together.

They left their neighbors' house that afternoon, when the second son Noburou finally seemed to be on the mend. His fever had broken and he had woken up enough to eat.

Kenshin left the family a package of fever reducing yarrow mix just in case, reminding them not to take any chances. When it came to payment, Midori-san had offered money to him discreetly as they were leaving.

He declined the offer and said, "It's enough that your family will get better."

"I see." Midori-san nodded thoughtfully, "Then you have my gratitude, Himura-san." She grimaced, and slipped her light coin purse back into her sleeve. "The year has been difficult. I suspect that won't change for quite some time."

"That's true," he murmured, glancing at Tomoe. She was following Aimi-chan, who was showing her something in the yard, a distinct warmth in her ki.

"Aimi-chan could use an example of proper behavior for a young lady," Midori-san remarked after a while.

"Tomoe likes children." Kenshin noted in answer, an idea resurfacing from the back of his mind. He paused, wetting his lips. "You could send the kids to our place when you want peace and quiet. It would be no trouble for us to look after them."

Midori-san raised her brow, looking him once over. "I think we could do that. Thank you, Kenshin-san."

* * *

><p>Midori-san was good on her word and sent all three of her children to their house only a week later. The boys had almost completely recovered, and after having been confided indoors for days, were energetic to the point of driving each other crazy from boredom. For them, a visit to a new place was an enticing prospect, despite the fact that their usual rougher play was forbidden. Likewise, Aimi-chan was enthusiastic about the visit and glued herself to Tomoe's side immediately, peppering her with questions.<p>

While Tomoe kept the children company, Kenshin tried to spend the time by chopping wood and doing other miscellaneous chores in the yard. The keyword being _tried – _because as soon as Aimi-chan managed to steal Tomoe's attention, the boys wandered over to pester _him_. He didn't know how it happened, but somehow in mere moments he was pulled in to play a few of the more common games with them.

The games were nothing too difficult or too taxing, just simple games children tended to play together that tested memory, wit and balance – and more than a few of them were familiar to the point of recognition from his own childhood, what felt like a lifetime ago.

Tomoe had been unanimously chosen as the scorekeeper, and she had accepted the role with a warm look entering her eyes.

The hours ran like the wind and before Kenshin knew it, the kids declared that _he_ was fun company. It was utterly mind-boggling. As a child, no one but his own brothers had ever been willing to play with him and as a student of Hiten Mitsurugi there had been no games at all… The kids laughed at his surprise, promising that they would definitely return as soon as they got permission again.

All together, the day had been a success, in more ways than one. For the kids, for Tomoe, and even for him, no matter how strange it had been to be invited to play.

Now though, the sun had set and they were alone, engaging in a somewhat different game – his favorite past time, trying to find new ways to pleasure his wife. Kenshin smiled, taking in the sheer beauty of his wife as she lay on the bedding, naked as the day she was born. A sheen of sweat covered her skin as she breathed deeply, her gaze half-lidded in post-orgasmic bliss.

Her nipples stood up pert, red and glistening with his saliva. He sat beside her, still dressed in his indoor yukata, simply admiring her.

She was so beautiful like this.

His left hand was slick with her juices, and in idle curiosity he lifted it to his face and sniffed at it. He didn't know why, but the scent wasn't unpleasant at all. It was odd, slightly musky… but not in any way repulsive. Almost compelled by his curiosity, he licked his fingers, tasting it.

It was still odd. The texture was slippery, but it wasn't bad, not at all. Continuing to lick his fingers clean, he looked at her consideringly. Her breasts were so sensitive and she seemed to really like it when he suckled on them. In fact, she had said something to that effect, hadn't she? That it felt good to feel his tongue against her skin?

And her center was even more sensitive than her breasts, so what if…?

"Kenshin, what are you doing?"

_Huh?_ Kenshin blinked in surprise.

She had sat up, propping herself up on her arms, and she was looking at him curiously, a hint of a scandalized blush on her cheeks as she stared at his fingers.

"Uh…" He slipped his hand away, hiding his fingers within his sleeve in embarrassment. None of the men at the inn had bragged about doing anything like that, so maybe it was somewhat of a dirty idea, but… "Errr, I'd like to try something," he managed to say.

There was a hint of a frown between her brows as she stared at him and he hurried to explain. "You taste good…so, maybe, I could lick you? Down there?

"Kenshin…" She hesitated. "I, I… don't know."

"Let me try," he insisted, feeling a bit more confident. "I'll be careful. I promise."

He truly wanted to try this. If it worked, she would feel good, he was absolutely sure of it. While he had gotten quite good at playing with her breasts and pumping at her cavern with his fingers, there was only so much he could do like that.

He wanted her to feel good; it was as simple as that.

Maybe she could see some of the determination in his eyes, because after some hesitation, she gave him a single nod and spread her legs apart invitingly.

He grinned at her show of trust, settling to lie between her legs. Her thighs were so smooth, her skin pale and silky under his fingertips, and between her legs lay a dark nest of curls. He bit his lip in consideration, before reaching to spread her folds open carefully with his fingers and then leaned down to lick the glistening wetness on her swollen, pink skin. Her musk was heavy, almost tangy on his tongue… The headiness of the scent went straight into his bloodstream.

"Uhh…"

_Just a lick and she is already vocal? Definitely a good idea,_ Kenshin decided on the spot.

He knew from earlier experience that while her cavern was sensitive, it was the raised folds over it that got the best responses out of her. He had never seen them before, but he had stroked them many times. Maybe it was safest to start there? Besides, he wasn't all that sure what exactly he could do to her cavern with his tongue…. but licking her folds? That he could definitely do. Somewhat tentatively, he leaned to lick her again, starting to work at it slowly, carefully, long and steady licks over her sensitive skin.

Her moans and gasps were good indicators which strokes were good and which weren't, he noted with certain delight. The taste of her juices was really growing on him. True, at first the taste had been odd, but hearing her pleasure… oh yes, he _liked_ this idea.

"Oh… mmhn… nnnh…"

She too was getting used to the sensation, judging by the way her voice got lower, more relaxed in her pleasure. Her thighs quivered against his shoulders enticingly.

_So maybe, I could dare to…? _Kenshin paused, concentrating. The center of her folds, it was a spot so sensitive that she always gasped when he touched it. Carefully, he licked it, teasing it a bit… before drawing breath and _suckling_ on it.

"Kenshin!" she yelled, her voice almost breathless in surprise as she tensed, digging her fingers deep into the bedding, arching her back upwards. Immediately he pulled back, raising his gaze to look at her.

Her eyes were wide, almost wild… and she was panting like never before. Her cheeks were flushed prettily with life.

She gulped for breath, before demanding, "Do it again."

He grinned, and obliged. It didn't take all that long for him to begin wondering about her cavern, though. As nice as the responses to his licking and suckling her folds were, it wasn't quite what he was hoping for. He shifted his weight to his left side and traced her opening with his fingers.

Slowly, he pressed one finger in.

It looked quite nice as it sank in her, he noted with a certain thrill. It was so warm and wet, her flesh so pliable against his skin and her juices were just pooling out. What would it look like if he pressed something thicker in her...?

Her moans made her agreement with this new idea pretty clear. Gently he started to push his finger in and out, in and out of her heat, getting used to the motion before returning to licking her folds.

"Kenshin… more," she pleaded as she writhed on the mattress, her thighs trembling against his shoulders. The liquid fire was finally flowing in her veins, bringing with it the terrible urgency, the need for release. He had wondered. Usually she was faster than this, but then again, she had already come once, right before this whim of his.

Concentrating, he slipped another finger inside her, curling his fingers just so, the exact way he knew she liked.

"Oh, yes... just like that," she groaned low.

Her panting deepened and she arched her back again, clenching her fingers tightly on the bedding, seeking something to anchor her. She was definitely close. Sweat was shining on her skin. _Time to bring her over the edge,_ he decided, and suckled hard on her clit, pumping his fingers in her cavern fast and hard.

"Ughnhhh." She trembled all over, so tense, like a string drawn to its snapping point… and then, "Kenshiiiiiin!" she wailed, her juices flooding on his tongue like a wave of sweet nectar.

Wheezing desperately, she relaxed… utterly spent.

Slipping his fingers out, he gave one last lick to her folds before sitting up. He couldn't help looking at her in admiration, this feeling of pride swelling inside him. He could do this forever and ever, he mused, no matter how numb his jaw felt right now. Idly, he wiped his face clean from her juices with his sleeve.

She was so perfect, so beautiful, so kind… she obliged his curiosities and tactfully ignored his faults and constant failures. He sighed. He was truly blessed to have a wife like her.

The heat of the moment had caught him, as well, bringing sweat to his skin and a terrible ache to his loins. He didn't mind the painful pressure, not really. No matter how uncomfortable it felt, it was better just to ignore the ache while he worked to pleasure her. Ensuring her happiness was the best thing he had ever felt. It let him ignore his shortcomings, the knowledge that a good husband should be able to have sex with her, to please her just like most men could.

Like he… just _couldn't_.

Even if he did sometimes wonder about the possibility, what it would feel like to slip inside her, to feel her warmth pulsing around him…

Kenshin sighed.

It would be useless endeavor.

The moment her fingers even brushed over his crotch, he was close to coming. How could he ever bring her over the edge when he couldn't keep it up for even a minute or two? He was odd, weird, and a failure. So instead of hopelessly wondering, it was better like this. With his mouth and fingers, he could please her and it was good, for them both. And he loved seeing her like this…

Kenshin glanced at her, but she wasn't panting anymore. Instead, there was a hint of a frown on her brow.

_Uh oh…_

"What is it?" he asked, somewhat worried. She had been pleased with him earlier, so why was she frowning? What had he done wrong now?

"Kenshin, come lie with me," she invited, patting the spot next to her.

_Errr, well… I can do that. _Hesitantly, he climbed over her legs and lay on his side next to her, propping his head up with his arm.

She turned to her side as well, facing him.

Her ki felt warm, but there was obvious concern in her eyes. Slowly, as non-threateningly as possibly, she raised her hand and traced his cheek.

He closed his eyes, enjoying the sensation. He was getting better at enjoying her touch, the growing closeness between them. But still, why did she look so troubled? He had thought he had done well – she had seemed to like it.

He had liked it, too.

"I love the care you bestow upon me," she whispered finally. Her eyes were dark like a starry sky, soft and loving. But why was there that frown between her brows? "But I feel selfish for enjoying it so, like a bad wife."

_…What?_ His eyes flew open in surprise. "But, but… you are so perfect? How could _you_ feel selfish?"

The corners of her mouth tugged up a bit. "Because I get so much enjoyment from these moments, but you almost never come."

That didn't make much sense – at all. "But I _like_ making you come." He hurried to explain, to nip this doubt of hers in the bud as soon as possible. "I feel good just watching you. I like to please you. I truly do!" he added almost desperately. She shouldn't feel selfish, like she was a bad wife when she was anything but!

And, and… he really didn't want to face his failures again. Not again. Not like that, like he was just a little kid in a man's skin. No, this subject was definitely too embarrassing for words. He looked aside, hiding from her gaze even as his ears burned.

"Kenshin, I know you like pleasuring me. It's obvious how much you like it. And I like it too, but…"

"But..?" He risked a quick glance. The damnable frown was still there!

Slowly, she trailed her hand down his jaw, moving it lower, trailing his arm, his side...all the way until her hand found his groin. Purposefully, but ever so gently, she pressed her palm against his hardness. There were layers of cloth between her touch and yet, it felt like a crawling need to move, to do something, anything, flared in him, thrumming inside his bones and skin and veins.

"Ugh," he grunted, bracing himself against the incoming wave.

Her caress turned softer, almost teasing, and a liquid fire rose in his veins.

_No, no…_ Kenshin squeezed his eyes shut, but the need to escape was stronger. Tense as a springboard, he backed out of her touch, gulping for air. The feeling of betrayal was bitter salt on his tongue. "Don't do that," he whispered harshly.

Her eyes were serious, but her ki was warm and steady. She tilted her head to the side and asked calmly, like it was an entirely reasonable thing to ask, "Why not? Why can't I make you feel good too?"

And maybe it was, but, but… he just…

He couldn't look at her, not for this. He loved her, trusted her, but he also wanted to be a proper husband, a man she could be proud of. He wanted to please her, to do anything and everything he could for her, but the fact was… "I am such a failure." He admitted in a low voice, feeling worse about himself than he had in months.

"How so?" she asked, still calm and collected, like they were talking about the weather.

"I, I… I, ah – all men should be able to stay hard, to please their women like _that_. To have sex, I mean. But, but... I know I can't. If we did _that_, I would come so fast and it would be a horrible mess and then it would be over and I would embarrass myself and disappoint you and I can't even bring you over the edge like that. I know I can't," he babbled, trying to explain, to make her see why it just wasn't possible.

"Are you sure _all_ men can? How can you know?" she asked, almost curiously?

He stole a glance at her. She didn't look disappointed. No, instead it was like… she was perplexed? Like she truly _didn't know _this.

"Uh…" When had he come to this certainty, if _she_ didn't know it? Kenshin crinkled his brow, rubbing the area between his brows idly, trying to remember. "It's just… people have always said so. When I was in the Kiheitai, the other soldiers spoke over the campfire about stuff like that. The samurai at Okami-san's inn, after they came back from Shimabara, were even worse. Iizuka-san, too. Even Master, when he teased me."

"So, every man says so, thus it must be true?"

_Why is her tone so dry?_ Kenshin paused, staggered to see such skepticism on her face. "Errr, yes," he murmured hesitantly. Wasn't it so? Why would all those men be lying to each other? They hadn't known he was listening…

Her tone remained dry as she observed calmly, "Listening to women talk, it seems that all men are pigs. None of them can bring any pleasure to their wives. So, a proper wife should just lie on her back and let a man do whatever he wants as long as it last. When he is done, a dutiful wife will let him sleep and will finish the job herself."

Eyes wide in disbelief, Kenshin lips parted, protests ready on his tongue. _That, that… _"That doesn't make any sense!"

Her gaze softened, and the corners of her lips rose, just barely enough to resemble – a _grin_?

"Doesn't it?" she asked, her eyes sparkling with mischief.

The realization dawned, sudden as lightning coming down out of a clear sky as he compared both versions of the story, and then relief flooded in him; he wasn't abnormal or a failure. It wasn't about him. It could even be _common_. The insane feeling was so overwhelming that uncontrolled laughter sprung free from his lips. He covered his eyes with his hands, as he curled up, laughing wildly in sheer relief.

_Oh gods, all this time…_

All this panic and stress, all these fears… over a thing that could be perfectly normal? What had Master said to him when he was young? _You think too much, but don't think enough to ask_? It seemed so very fitting, right at this moment.

_I truly am an idiot._

It took a while to calm down, to breathe normally and master his hysterical and utterly undignified giggling. When he finally managed it, he saw her looking at him fondly.

"I love you, you silly husband of mine."

He smiled at her in relief. It felt really good to hear those words from her, to hear it out loud that she loved him, too. That their feelings were mutual.

They loved each other; it was as simple as that.

She patted the spot next to her.

And this time... this time he didn't hesitate, moving to her side and kissing her.

Her fingers trailed across his cheek before she slipped them into his hair, pulling him closer and kissing him in return.

* * *

><p><em>Betaed by Animaniacal-laughter in 08.04.2016.<em>


	27. The Harvest

_**AN:** Unfortunately, the next chapter will be a week late. Animaniacal, who has been really cool and helpful beta-reading this story is going to Japan for a week. As we have been rewriting and editing unpublished chapters on weekly basis, this will cause some delay. Sorry about that! _

_**Warnings** for soft-core sexual content, eg. kissing, petting, fingering, fellatio_

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter 26. The Harvest<strong>

The rains finally eased off**, **as autumn slowly turned into winter. Their field had suffered from the flooding, but not everything was lost. Diligently Kenshin pruned the wilted and browned leaves, removed the dead plants lest they rot in the ground. It was sad work, but he knew that if it wasn't done, the few surviving plants would die too.

Thankfully, the soil was drying. The nights were steadily getting colder, but the morning sun was still enough to melt the frost. If the ground froze, it would destroy what little chance there was for his plants to make it. Yet, despite all that, Kenshin dared to hope that maybe, just maybe… some of their hard work could be harvested? He wanted to see something he had grown with his own hands, put so much effort into flourish. It would be a tangible proof that he wasn't only good at killing things.

Yes, if this worked… he could show Tomoe that he wasn't _only_ a killer.

When it came to the moments of intimacy they shared, the issue of his pleasure stayed between them. He had done his best to allow her hesitant touches, but it was just… when the liquid fire rose, the feeling was so intense and it ended so fast and abruptly. On some level, Kenshin knew he was being unfair to himself. But what good was it if just a few strokes brought him over the edge and the result was this terrible mess? And it was Tomoe that did the laundry!

He couldn't help but feel bad about it.

Yet despite his protests, Tomoe was determined and wasn't letting the matter drop. So maybe, with enough time, they could figure out a way. If only to bring her peace of mind.

During the daytime hours though, they were getting an increasing stream of visitors coming to their way – and most of them children. It seemed that their neighbor's kids, Ichirou, Noburou, and Aimi-chan had really delighted in coming over to play at their place and they had dared to invite a few of their friends to come back with them. The logic behind the choice was obvious: meeting somewhere halfway, none of the kids had to travel too far. While Kenshin and Tomoe didn't exactly mind the children coming over, they had been worried what the kids' parents might think of this, but luckily their improving reputation had already smoothed over most of the kinks. Apparently the Himuras were slowly being acknowledged as trusted members of the community.

What had helped their reputation the most was, ironically enough, Kenshin's cover job. Now that it was late fall and the flu was spreading across the area, many people inquired after remedies. If they didn't visit their house, then they stopped Kenshin and Tomoe on the road or in the village when they went to shop for groceries.

In a way, it was a relief. They didn't have go out to sell the medicines now that people were coming to ask for them. However, it brought up a new issue of how to get _more_ medicine. Their stock was running low and they couldn't exactly go out to get more. After all, knowing as little as they did about this job, the only way they could get more would be to buy them in Kyoto.

Thankfully, Iizuka-san dropped in to visit them early in the eleventh month. Along with news, he brought another full medicine chest. When Kenshin inquired about the reason, Iizuka-san scoffed and said it was the rebels' way of paying his stipend, very much the same way as they had paid him every month when he had stayed in Kyoto. It made sense, in a way.

When it came to the rebel's situation, well, things had changed somewhat: Choshuu had gotten Takasugi out of prison and he was doing his best to rally support in the province. Yet Kyoto was still completely under the Bakufu's control and everyone even suspected of supporting the populist agenda was being hunted down and suppressed.

Iizuka-san warned him that when things changed, they would change with speed and requested for Kenshin to come meet with him every fortnight on the road from Otsu to Kyoto.

It wasn't a big issue for Kenshin. He liked walking and meeting Iizuka-san halfway would keep the trouble with the rebels out of Tomoe's hair. She had finally confessed to him that she would prefer not to see Iizuka-san, if it could at all be avoided. Kenshin understood the sentiment. His closest superior wasn't the most pleasant of men in general and neither he nor Tomoe wanted to bring up the fighting, the war, or the rebellion needlessly. But at the same time, duties were duties and he couldn't avoid them.

Of course, now that he was no longer just a nameless face for the people in the neighborhood, people stopped to chat with him every time he left the house. They were especially curious to see him traveling alone.

It was a strange thing to notice, but he hadn't gone anywhere without Tomoe by his side for months, had he? And while Kenshin didn't care for lying, the truth was the last thing he could admit to and so, he had taken to evasively explaining that he was restocking supplies in the mountains. It was even true as far as the facts went: he met Iizuka-san on the mountain road and he did get supplies during those trips. The rest, well… that wasn't anyone else's business but his own.

So the days had settled into their own rhythm and it seemed like time was flying by faster than he could keep track. There were no boring or empty days in his life anymore. Every day was filled with new things to learn, new people to meet… and most often, new experiences that brought a smile to his lips.

The children's visits were especially fun, as embarrassing as it was to admit.

Tomoe seemed to enjoy her role as peacekeeper, counter of points and achievements. She excelled at it, truly. Her natural calm worked wonders for soothing hurt tempers or reigning in the more rambunctious children whenever necessary. However, Kenshin found himself dragged to partake in the games more often than not. Strange as it was, the kids had decided that it was worth the trouble to convince him to play, even if he was always more than hesitant to join in.

Playing with kids wasn't a very husbandly or adult-like activity and yet, there was something soothing in the carefree manner the kids played. It eased some painful pressure in his chest, a wound deep down he hadn't even realized was hurting.

Perhaps, it was the same for Tomoe?

Her eyes seemed really soft sometimes, whenever he caught sight of them amidst the children's laughter.

One day Kenshin found himself showing the kids the sort of games he had played with his own brothers, once upon a time. As a child from a very poor family, he hadn't had the luxury of toys – every game had been built from whatever tools they had managed to scramble together on their own, and rest had been built on imagination.

It caught the kid's attention straight away. None of these kids had much, either. After all, the lives of the ordinary folk had been getting worse for quite some time, and even here, near the capital, the farmers' families had been tightening their purses for years. So instead of looking down on his tricks of how to build toy soldiers and animals out of cones, sticks and straws… the kids gulped down every bit of advice he shared, utterly enchanted by the possibilities that _making_ their own toys opened.

So they played, crafting elaborate stories and making them more real with make-shift figurines. For the older children, this expanded into larger toys, so to speak. Drawn lines on the yard became provincial borders, a stick with a bit of hay tied around the end became a horse, another stick became a sword, and so they had samurai, farmers, and villagers, popular folk stories re-enacted in a children's game.

The kids _loved_ it.

Tomoe found it fascinating as well, even if she was somewhat wary of the boy's insistence on waving sticks around whenever they played samurai. She didn't like the thought of fighting, but even she could admit that there was little harm letting the boys act out stories of their heroes. And while the use of imagination to enhance stories was familiar to her, she had been a child from a good family and she had always had toys available, paper balls, puppets and dolls. Perhaps that was the reason why none of the games the children or he had come up with were in any way familiar to her?

It was a curious difference and despite knowing it was a foolish expense, Kenshin bought a light paper ball from the village. She noted his purchase with some amusement, but didn't protest when he suggested she show some of the games she knew to the kids.

Needless to say, the fragile ball became a new favorite – especially for the girls.

It was a good thing, for the most part. The younger girls of the brood gathering to play on their yard didn't always have the endurance to stick it out in the boy's games for too long.

However, one afternoon Aimi-chan fell down while balancing the ball on her head and managed to hurt her knee. It was a little scrape, but Tomoe took her inside to patch it up. However, the second the little girl stepped out, she declared to everyone on the yard, with her trademark enthusiasm, that the Himuras house was really nice and they had lots of cool stuff, like a super mean-looking sword leaning against the wall!

Which, of course, caused Kenshin to instantly curse his habit of leaving his sword out in the open. He still needed the reassurance of having a sword in his hands every night and it was just easier to prop it against the wall during the day. He hadn't even considered the possibility that someone might accidentally see it.

Unfortunately, that word was all it took to catch every kid's attention. Especially the boys, they become like dogs hunting for a bone.

"Kenshin-san, why do you have a sword? Is it a real sword?" Noburou, the youngest of their neighbor's sons asked, his eyes shining with curiosity.

"Uh… um..." Kenshin scrambled for words. "It's just something to protect Tomoe with."

Instantly an eager chorus surrounded him, bombarding him with questions, comments, and demands.

"Ooh!"

"So can you use it?"

"Are you a warrior?"

"I wanna see it."

"Show it!"

"Swords are so cool!"

And for a moment, Kenshin wanted to smack himself in the face for his utter stupidity. _Damn it! Why do I always have to answer, even when I know nothing good will come of it? _Rather desperately, he tried to defuse the situation. "I haven't used it in a long time and I am definitely not going to draw it without a reason." Narrowing his eyes seriously, he added firmly, "Swords are not something to be played with."

In truth, Kenshin hadn't even thought about swordsmanship in ages. Tomoe didn't care for fighting and he did his best to do right by her. Even now, he found himself looking at her over his shoulder, searching for some sign of what to do. She was tense, sadness was apparent in her dark eyes. She truly didn't like to be reminded of fighting.

He didn't either.

He was happy here with her, living this quiet life.

Around him, the kids' eagerness had turned into obvious disappointment, as they had truly wanted to see the sword and some tricks.

"But what if you taught us how to play at sword-fighting with sticks?" Noburou insisted. "It wouldn't hurt anyone! You could show us how it's done for real and we could play samurai better!"

_That's… not a half bad idea. _Kenshin blinked in surprise, before nodding slightly. And just like that, it was decided. Whenever the younger kids got too tired for games that required more participants, Tomoe could show them something less taxing to do and the older boys would play sword-fighting with him.

Despite Kenshin's initial wariness, it turned out to be quite fun. Treating swordsmanship like a game, it reminded him why he had loved the art so much as a child. And the best thing? Seeing the boys laughing, waving their sticks around like he showed them… it didn't bring the sad frown to Tomoe's face, either.

The weeks flew by, the nights growing colder and the days shorter.

Early in the 12th month Kenshin finally decided to harvest their field. Overnight frosts had been getting more frequent, and no matter how pathetic his few surviving vegetables would be, they wouldn't grow much anymore in any case, now that snow was just around the corner. However, to his utter surprise, the few vegetables that had survived were perfectly fine looking. Sure, they were smaller than usual, but still alright. And there were quite a few of them too!

He was so happy about it that Tomoe suggested buying some celebratory sake and fresh fish from the village. So that evening, they enjoyed a proper feast made out of their own harvest. Tomoe had grilled fresh fish and seasoned it with their own radishes. She had also boiled carrots and fried cabbages, seasoning them with soy and ginger and pickled beets.

The food was so good that he couldn't get enough of it and kept asking for seconds. Tomoe's delightful cooking made out of something he had managed to grown with his own hands… This was what satisfaction felt like, Kenshin decided. This feeling, right now, it made all their hard work and worry over the field worth it.

Tomoe seemed to share his happiness, as her ki was warm and her gaze soft. After a long moment of consideration, she broke the comfortable silence, "You smile a lot these days."

Kenshin glanced up, a bit surprised. "Do I?"

She nodded thoughtfully, a hint of sadness entering her gaze. "If your life had taken another route, you could have been happy living like this, working your field and eating food grown with your own hands."

Frowning a bit, he set down his bowl on the table, not really interested in the meal anymore. _What is this about?_ He didn't like the sadness in her eyes. _Has she been thinking about the past again? Or the future? _

_Why?_

_Is it because of the meetings I have been having with Iizuka-san? Does she fear that our time living here together is coming to an end?_

"I guess that's true," Kenshin allowed after a moment's pause. If it all had been different, he might have grown up to be just another farmer. Rubbing his brow, he thought back on the twists of his life and the choices he made, good and bad, and all the might-have-beens.

_Come to think of it, have I ever told her this?_

"I have been through a lot of bad times," he began, glancing up at her. "I was born in the middle of a famine and lost my parents and brothers to cholera. From a young age I trained relentlessly under the Hiten Mitsurugi style. Now… I am Choshuu's assassin. In all my life, in my dealings with people, I haven't had a lot to smile about."

She tensed at his stark words – yet she didn't shy away behind the veil of hurt like she tended to. Could it mean that she would listen to him? Maybe even start to understand why he fought?

"I learned the principles of the Hiten Mitsurugi style, wielded my blade and killed for the sake of a better world, to insure the safety and happiness of the common people." He repeated the phrase he had carved into his soul, the words he had said to himself time and time again during the worst nights in Kyoto when it had all felt so empty, so meaningless. Closing his eyes, he exhaled slowly and whispered, "And yet… I know now that it was a misguided idea."

It felt like heresy to say it, but he knew the moment he said it that it was the truth.

He swallowed, once, twice… then raised his gaze to meet her shocked eyes. "The best I can do is to live here and create life instead of destroying it. I have never known happiness until now. It wasn't until recently that I even understood what the word meant. It's living here, spending time in the village and coming home to you. That's what true happiness is."

He took a breath and continued, his voice gaining certainty with each word. "Living here with you, it has made me realize how horrible my life as an assassin truly was. And the reason why I learned this essential lesson… is you." He couldn't help the smile that rose to his lips, because everything he said felt so right. "Tomoe, you have taught me this new way to live, given me this happiness. From now on, that is what I will fight for."

The hesitation and coldness bled out of her ki and she nodded. Just once, but it meant the world to him.

There was no need for words, anymore.

She understood his reasons, even if she didn't agree with them wholeheartedly. It was enough. He knew how much she disliked war, the very thought of fighting, no matter its purpose. Yet, despite their differences, she was there and she had _listened_ to him and _understood_. It was more than anyone else had _ever_ done for him.

In silence, they returned to their meal and afterwards, they shared the sake. She took a moment to warm it for them. Together they sat next to the fire pit, watching and listening to the crackling fire.

It was only then that she spoke. "After this war is over… I'd like to live like this with you."

Kenshin glanced at her out of the corner of his eyes before reaching for her hand. Yes, to live with her like this, he would like that, too – oh, it was _everything_ he wanted.

She reached out to him, gently stroking his left cheek and turning his face so their eyes would meet. There was a certainty in her tone, an undeniable inner strength. "And if it happens, if we can have that life together… then I want to have a child, a daughter, with your eyes."

What could a man say to that? Kenshin smiled, laying his own hand on top of hers as he promised, "Then we will."

* * *

><p>As the end of the year approached, the weather turned colder. The ground froze, and even the surface of the nearby stream was frozen over, so that he had to break open the ice every time he went to fetch water. Snow should be coming any day now. If Kenshin was entirely honest, he had been waiting for it. He had always liked snow and the bereft emptiness on the ground, the muddy roadsides and withered plants, the leafless trees… everything was so brown and dead. It would be nice to have fresh snow to cover it.<p>

Kenshin was getting a little bit worried by the news from the Capital. Just few days ago he had met with Iizuka-san again, and his superior had told him that Takasugi-san had led the Kiheitai to take over the provincial government in Hagi. Choshuu was literally boiling with dissidence again. To make it worse, no one had heard from Katsura-san since the Hamaguri Gate rebellion, and people had even taken to calling him "Runaway Kogoro."

It made Kenshin's blood boil that people would so easily lose their faith to Katsura-san.

What was even more worrying was that according to Iizuka-san, it wouldn't be long before the Bakufu would try to flush out the rebels that were hiding in the countryside and back in the province…

It didn't help that lately Kenshin had been thinking back to events from the summer. How the Bakufu had ordered a hit on him long _before _the Ikeda-ya. _Weeks_ before the Shinsengumi's famous strike on the rebels, some faction of the Bakufu had known about Hitokiri Battousai's identity. And if they had known his face then, what would stop them from following him here?

He was too easily recognizable.

And if those men came for him, now that the Capital was under Bakufu's control... then Tomoe, too, would be in danger.

The very thought brought chills to his skin. It seemed that no matter what, their peaceful reprieve in Otsu was drawing to a close. However, without word from Katsura-san, Kenshin couldn't exactly take Tomoe and move elsewhere, either. No, somehow… he just needed to sit tight and ignore his worries and fears.

Thankfully, with the winter on them, the Bakufu's options would be restricted, too. With the threat of snow arriving at any moment, no one would be chasing after rebels this deep in the countryside. After all, this high in the uplands, when the snow came, it would come fast and heavy, enough to make travelling difficult.

Yes, if only the snow would come… then they would still have time together, here in their paradise.

It made him feel better about the situation.

The persistent cold had pushed them to buy warmer clothing from the village, such as two more yukata, along with haori coats and thicker socks. It was somewhat expensive, buying so much at once, but given how meager their clothing options were, the spending was necessary.

Another thing changed by the winter was their bathing routine. Their house was too small to have a proper bath house like Okami's inn, or the bathtub Tomoe had grown up with in her childhood home. Still, despite the inconvenience, she liked staying clean. So he did his best to please her, no matter how much work it took to carry home the icy water from the stream and heat it up inside.

Though admittedly, Kenshin couldn't exactly claim that he_ disliked_ her insistence on bathing often. Especially since she didn't mind him washing her back, or any other spot, when his hands began to wander... and she didn't seem to mind the things that often followed her bath, either.

_No, this isn't all that bad_, Kenshin decided with a slight grin. He was gently rinsing soap from her chest, taking in how her lips quivered under his careful ministrations.

However, unlike the few times they had done this before, tonight Tomoe had convinced him to strip, too, so that they could bathe each other. He had protested at first. He wasn't very comfortable in just his skin and it was intimidating to think that she could see him so bare. But it was only bathing and given how she had flat out requested it of him, well, he couldn't exactly say no to her either, now could he?

So here there were, sitting on the raised edge of their wooden floor, water buckets and dry towels off to the side and nothing but soapy foam on their skin. It was more than a little bit silly and odd, but at the same time… it was quite nice to look after each other like this.

Tomoe had taken great pleasure in washing his hair, remarking out loud how nice it looked now that some effort had been put into its care. It was all thanks to her, of course – she still liked to brush it every now and then. He didn't mind it, not exactly, though his hair had gotten somewhat lengthy. It was to his lower back now.

Her hair was a bit longer still and much thicker, like a smooth dark waterfall. He had admired it greatly, when he had insisted on returning the favor and washed it for her.

However, despite how nice it was to care for her, he couldn't help but note how very tempting her bare skin was when wet. Her glistening, pert nipples were eye-catching in the light of the fire, so gingerly, he leaned down to pay some attention to them…

She allowed it, continuing to stroke his bare back and neck with a wet cloth. Every now and then, her breath would hitch, or she would let out a low moan. It was pure music to his ears.

"I love when you do that…ooh."

Kenshin paused, before suckling a bit more forcefully.

"Ahh, sometimes I think—" She arched into his touch, tightening her arm around his back and gasping breathlessly, "I, ah… I think about what it would be like to do that to you."

_…What? _Kenshin looked up at her between his lashes. There was a delightful flush on her cheeks, but her eyes were intent, even considering.

He raised an eyebrow, and still looking at her, suckled again.

She nearly _pouted. _

"I mean, you look like you enjoy doing that. Ahh!" She moaned low in her throat, struggling to continue, "But, I would like to give you something in return… uuh."

With a certain amount of disappointment, he let go of her nipple, straightening to look her in the eye. They were back to this? True, she had been insisting on his pleasure for a while now, but… He sighed, "I know you would like to, but it's just not worth it. It's so messy."

Kenshin had developed a deep loathing for the mess his pleasure would inevitably cause. The come was so thick and creamy and it had to be annoying to wash off. He truly, truly didn't want to bother her with it, not when she insisted on doing the laundry. If it was up to him, he would let this whole matter lie. He got all the satisfaction he could ever want just by watching her. His pleasure, the brief heat… it was wasted effort at best.

However, unlike the frustration he expected, there was a sparkle in her eyes, and she looked at him slowly, trailing her gaze down across his skin. "There is no clothing to get messy now."

Eyes widening in surprise, Kenshin glanced down at his lap and in that second, he realized the extent of her plan. _So that's why she was so insistent on us bathing together…_ He swallowed numbly. Could he get out of this? Did he want to get out of this? Sure, there was the familiar ache in his loins, ready to stir into full blown arousal…

"So, can I?" Tomoe asked, tilting her head to the side in curiosity.

Kenshin let out a breath he had been holding and then, slowly – he nodded, trying his best not to tense as she leaned closer and trailed her fingers across his pectoral, tracing the outline of his nipple.

It was just a feather-light stroke. It tickled a bit, feeling entirely different from the comfortable strokes she had used when washing his chest. No, there was very different purpose to her motions now and somehow, that purpose made the most innocuous of touches exciting even when they shouldn't be.

Her eyes were large and held intense concentration as she felt out the form of his muscle, touching him, exploring.

He tried to relax, to allow her this whim. She had been so kind and accommodating to his enthusiasm for exploring her body, so how could he stop her from doing the same? But still, he wasn't sure about this. Not at all.

She took his nipple between her fingers and squeezed lightly.

_Oh… _Kenshin frowned, trying to sort through the sensations. It wasn't exactly bad, but it wasn't rousing the liquid fire in his veins either, not like this. In fact, the ache in his loins was lessening?

She looked at him, a question in her eyes.

"It isn't bad… just odd," he tried to explain.

She hummed in answer, leaning closer to his chest to take a lick.

"Ah!" Kenshin shied away from her mouth even as he tried to control the bubbling laugh tumbling from his lips. "Ticklish," he explained.

She shook her head, fondly patting the spot next to her in a wordless invitation. Without hesitation, he sat down next to her, his uncertainty fading by the moment. This was just curiosity and that he could oblige, no matter how odd it felt.

But then she took his nipple between her teeth and _sucked_.

Kenshin's eyes shot open and he gasped, "Haah!" That was, that was… it didn't hurt, not exactly, but the feeling – he had never felt anything like it before!

"Did I hurt you..?" she asked, the slightest of crinkles between her brows.

"No…" he admitted, gulping breaths. While he really wasn't too sure about this, there was nothing he could object to about this crazy whim of hers, either. Well, except for the fact that this couldn't be in anyway exciting for her. Somewhat mournfully, he watched her perky breast as he leaned back, propping himself up on his arms and allowing her better access.

She took his concession with some hesitation, leaning back down to explore.

It was a little bit cool, just sitting here, the wetness on his skin making him shiver. Or maybe it was her teeth. She kept nibbling his poor nipples, and every now and then she would suckle or suck on them. He was beginning to get used to the feeling. It really wasn't all that bad, not really…

"Uh…" He bit inside his cheek, trying to hold back the strange wordless sound rising from his lips.

Yet watching her mouth, her teeth, and her red lips to do their work, feeling her wet tongue on skin that was getting more sensitive by the moment… it was almost, nice? He could learn to like this sight, he decided. It wasn't all that manly, to just lean back and let her do what she wanted. But the fact was, he cared a lot more about her wants than his much abused self-esteem. And if she wanted to do this?

There was no question.

The room was getting somewhat hot. Sweat was forming on his skin and the ache was returning to his loins. Uh, yeah – he was definitely getting hard again. Did that mean he liked this? Or… no, it couldn't be this strange thing he liked, no way. It was the sight of her caring for him that he liked, and her red lips…

Oh, he would love to kiss her beautiful lips.

Pity she wouldn't let him.

It didn't take her long to notice his returning hardness. Almost idly, she started to stroke his length with firm motions, continuing to nibble on his pectorals and nipples.

Kenshin groaned, biting harder on his lip. He really, really didn't want to let out any embarrassing sounds, but, it was just – her hands felt so soft, and her slow strokes were… "Ahh.."

His pulse was picking up speed, like he was in the midst of an intensive sparring session, and the crawling need to move was stirring in his veins, seeping through to his bones.

She wrapped her fingers around his length, squeezing it gently, moving her hand up and down, and it took all his will power not to moan, not to beg her to do it again. He bit harder on the inside of his cheek, trying to stay silent, but her teasing was getting to him and the the liquid fire pooled downwards, pulsing through his whole body and it _ached_. He felt so full he could burst any moment now…

And then she _bit_ him.

"Haaaah!" It was like a bright light flashed before his eyes, tense heat bursting through him, and he was over the edge.

Falling to lie on his back, he covered his face with his arm, struggling to gain his bearings. _Inhale, exhale… just breathe, come on – just breathe, _he thought to himself, doing his best to ignore the shame churning in his gut. It was easier said than done. Why was it always like this? Yes, for the briefest of moments it felt quite nice, but he had to work a lot more to bring her over the edge, and she enjoyed it so. Compared to that, all he seemed to need was a couple of teasing strokes and _biting_, of all things.

Shouldn't the biting be repulsive?

Yet, it hadn't been. The slight pain had been just enough to offset the overwhelming fullness, the terrible pressure the liquid fire brought, but at the same time, he couldn't possible like it. His left nipple, where she had bitten him was smarting a bit and idly he rubbed it. It didn't hurt, not exactly… but still, this couldn't be in anyway normal.

"Did I hurt you?" She leaned over him, concern in her eyes.

Kenshin let the arm covering his eyes fall back, trying his best not to let his embarrassment get to him. She knew how fast he came. They had been over his. She didn't think any less of him because of it. She just wanted to please him, like he wanted to please her. "No, it wasn't bad. I just don't understand the need, that's all."

She wet the washcloth in the bucket of lukewarm water, wrung it out and started to sweep away the brand new mess that had spread all over his abs.

_Well, at least that's easy like this,_ Kenshin though judiciously. And to be fair, it felt quite nice as she washed his chest, his stomach, before trailing the wet cloth downwards.

"I'm almost jealous of how little body hair you have."

Kenshin glanced up at her. Where had that come from? _Oh…_ "Mhhm," he agreed wordlessly, closing his eyes again. The wet cloth felt quite good on his softening length, too. There was a sense of tranquility spreading over him, from having gone over the edge and come. It was almost fatigue but not quite, rather a calm relaxation that went deeper than sleepiness.

Maybe that was why he didn't feel too touchy about her idle remark. Well, a bit, but he tried not to let his issues get to him. He knew that she accepted him, even as odd as he was. Also, she wasn't exactly wrong. As embarrassing as it was to admit, even she had more. Unlike most men, he didn't have even a hint of hair growing on his chest, or his cheeks. And the little he had elsewhere, well…

"It's not that I have less, per se. It's just pale in color." Kenshin defended weakly, looking aside.

_Inhale and exhale…_

It felt quite nice just to lie here.

She took a towel and began drying him. He didn't feel like sitting up and protesting. And if she wanted to, why not? It didn't take long for her to finish. Without another word, she picked up another towel and began drying her hair.

Her skin was already dry, he noted. It didn't feel too cold like this, not when the fire crackled beside them, emitting a gentle warmth. It was dark outside. Yet, it wasn't too late, not enough to retire to bed, at least. The days were just getting short this late in the year.

She was really beautiful sitting there next to him. Her breasts in particular…

"Could I now continue where I left off?" Kenshin turned to his side and motioned towards her chest with his hand.

The corner of her lips twitched in amusement. She was getting better at showing emotion, he noted with certain pride. It still wasn't easy or natural for her, and the expressions on her face were always slight and fleeting, but he could see her emotions more easily these days. Or perhaps he had just learned to read her better?

"For now," she allowed with a small nod.

Kenshin tilted his head in question. _Just what is that supposed to mean?_

"The floor is quite hard, though." She glanced to the corner of the room where her bed was folded carefully.

Kenshin sighed at the obvious hint and sat up. It wasn't that he didn't see her logic, but moving around in their house without even a thread of cloth covering him automatically roused the desire to dress in to yukata, to hide his body from wandering eyes. But then again, what was the point? She wasn't making any sign of dressing either and she had agreed to continue playing a while longer.

Together they spread open the futon and settled to lie on it. She looked at him just so, glancing down to her breasts, and that was all the invitation he needed. Eagerly, he leaned closer to cherish her breasts, to bestow teasing touches and caresses on her sensitive skin.

Sometime later, just when he was getting to the best part, his fingers slick from her juices as he suckled on her breast, all of a sudden she pressed her hand to his chest, requesting a break. He glanced up in surprise.

_What is it now..?_

She was panting quietly, her skin flushed with life – not even close to coming, but definitely feeling the heat._ Huh, but why would she want to stop now? Surely I haven't done anything wrong…_

She drew breath, and said, "I want to suck you."

_…What?_ Kenshin gaped, too shocked for words. _What? Why? And now?_

"Yes, really." She said like it was nothing scandalous. She collected herself, sitting up slowly and giving a pointed look to his lap. "You are hard again, so I want to suck you."

Well, yeah… now that she mentioned it, yeah, he was aching with fullness again. But it hadn't been that long since last time. Why would she want to do it again? Hadn't once been enough? Kenshin pouted. It was his turn to pleasure her…

Still, when she pushed him to lie on his back, he didn't protest. It wasn't like he really could, given how many times she had indulged him in matters like these. Even when she moved downwards and settled herself next to his legs, he didn't voice his thoughts. Sitting up a bit, he propped himself up to lean on his arms. After all, last time, the best part had been watching her. So if she insisted on this, he would allow her curiosity, no matter how much he would prefer pleasuring her instead.

Seeing her lips so close to his stiff length, a rather terrible thought came to him. He shouldn't doubt her, but with his nipples, she had bitten and ugh… "Please, carefully," he pleaded, watching her consider the task at hand.

She glanced at him and let out a tiny huff – almost a scoff? She shook her head and took a gentle hold of his hardness.

And maybe it was wrong of him to doubt her, yet, he couldn't help but tense when she leaned down...

_Why does she even want to do this? This can't possibly be pleasing to her! _

Her red lips parted, and she _breathed_ on his hardness.

It was like a shiver raced through his spine and all the tiny hairs on the back of his neck stood up. His eyes impossibly wide, he stared as she leaned forward and took him in her mouth and—

"Ahhh!"

It was so warm and so wet… and it felt so, so good.

_Oh gods, this feeling,_ Kenshin gasped, staring at the ceiling blindly, trying to make sense of the world turned upside down. He felt all the things he had thought he would feel if he were to slip inside her cavern, but at the same time, even his wildest dreams couldn't match how good it _really_ felt.

_Oh gods, oh gods…_

He tried to breathe, to get past the overwhelming feelings.

She wasn't even doing anything. She was just holding the tip of his hardness in her mouth. Why? Why would she…? She glanced up at him through her lashes, and then something inside her mouth _stroked_ him, just so.

"Ughh." It was her tongue. It had to be.

Ever so slowly, she moved her head up and down gently, letting her lips and tongue caress every bit of his skin inside her mouth. It was maddening. The crawling need to move was there, just at the edge of his senses, but the heat wasn't overpowering like usual. No, it just… it felt incredibly good.

Struggling to keep breathing, Kenshin tried to find something for his hands to hold onto. He wanted, no _needed_ to do something, but he didn't know what. And she kept glancing up at him every now and then, teasing the tip of his length. Just the tip. She moved up and down, up and down, torturing him with the sweetest touches he had ever felt.

Her hand was tight around the base of his length, and every so often she squeezed, just a little.

It was terrible.

It was wonderful.

It was utterly horrible and amazing and the best thing he had ever felt and no matter how he hard tried to keep silent, embarrassing noises kept bubbling out of his mouth.

"Aaaah… mnnnhh… Tomoe…. that's…"

He just couldn't keep still, stay silent like a proper man should. Not when the warm heat of her mouth surrounded his flesh and her tongue stroked him so gently…

And despite all that, the liquid fire wasn't there to plague him. The crawling need to move forced him to writhe, had him arching his back and clenching his fingers in the bedding, but he wasn't coming. He didn't know why. It didn't make any sense. By all reason and logic he should have come a dozen times by now, but he just _hadn't_. This right now, this was better than he had ever felt, but he wasn't _coming_. He should be, but he wasn't.

And Tomoe – his incredible, wonderful, perfect wife – she was so beautiful with that flush on her cheeks, her eyes half-lidded and looking at him like she knew exactly what she was doing to him as she held him in her mouth, her ruby lips so tantalizingly surrounding his length.

It was the most desirable thing he had ever seen.

And then she _sucked._

"AAAHHH… To… mo… e." He moaned low in his throat.

_This, this is… utterly impossible._

Fighting to keep his hips from bucking up, he stared at her, his eyes wide open. There was a sense of urgency, a desperate need to get more, just a little bit more – to end this gentle torture by bucking up. But he couldn't, forcing too much on her could hurt her, it just wasn't done. He could never do such a thing to her!

Desperately, he tried to stay still, but the crawling need was making it impossible, so he sat up. He wanted to curl his fingers in her thick hair, but he couldn't, so he just clenched them in the bedding tight enough to turn his knuckles white. The liquid fire was growing and pooling downwards, and he was aching, aching so badly…

And Tomoe, she kept moving and stroking, sucking and suckling. He couldn't stand it, he was getting so tense, so very close to the edge. He didn't want to come; he didn't want this to end. She was so beautiful right now, but he didn't know how could he stand this a moment longer.

And when that painful, throbbing pressure burst, it would be a mess… but it was so close.

So close!

"Tomoe," he panted, trying to find the words to warn her, "it's close! It's almost there." She needed to pull away, but he couldn't push her!

Her eyes were dark like the night sky, but serious, like she was daring him to…

And then, she dipped her head, taking him in her mouth all the way to the base and sucked _hard_.

The loose thread that had kept him hanging so precariously close to the edge _snapped_ and he fell.

When he came to and opened his eyes again, she was looking at him with mild concern, stroking his hair gently. His pulse was racing like he had sprinted at his top speed all the way from Kyoto and he was breathing deeply… but he felt good. There was a deep lassitude settling in his limbs, like every need to move had abandoned him.

"Are you alright?" she asked gently.

He nodded… and opened his mouth, trying to find the right words, but in the end he couldn't manage anything more coherent than, "Thank you."

She didn't say anything, just looking at him with a tenderness that he couldn't name, stroking his hair.

It felt good.

He felt utterly spent, calm… but not tired.

However, there was one thing he was curious about. "Did you know that it would be different the second time?"

"I suspected," she admitted. "Sometimes it takes me longer to reach the edge the second and third time, no matter how clever you get."

It made sense, in a way. He had never thought about it before, how a realization he had about her could apply to him. Kenshin sighed. "I love you."

She smiled a true smile in return.

* * *
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End file.
